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Chapter 1 


“When | get my hands on those two, | am going to murder 
them.” Julia Benedict quickly looked left and right, grateful 
when she saw no one close by. That meant no one had 
overheard her gritted-teeth, pithy comment. Inhaling 
deeply, she closed her eyes and reached for calm. 

Calm had other ideas, and completely eluded her. 

And just when I’d convinced myself that | had this 
situation under control. 

Had it only been three weeks ago that Grandma Kate had 
dropped that bombshell at Tracy’s engagement party? 
Somehow, it seemed as if a lot more time than three weeks 
had passed since then. 

Julia stood for a long moment just outside of Darryl’s 
Duds, clutching her shopping bag in a very tight, finger- 
cramping grasp. 

When Mrs. Parker, over at the pharmacy, had winked at 
her, and told her that her young men were very fine 
specimens indeed, and then congratulated her on having 
found them, she’d thought perhaps the woman had been 
indulging in a little too much of her own herbal tonic. 

But now Darryl Jessop, owner of Darryl’s Duds, had just 
said something similar, and Julia understood that her quiet, 
solitary, and predictable life had somehow undergone a sea 
change without her permission. 

‘Sea’ change. Very funny, inner imp. | could murder you 
too, you know. 


Julia sighed as she realized exactly what had happened. 
She had to give those two Navy SEALs points, she supposed, 
for having ballsy imaginations. Theirs constituted one hell of 
a reaction to her failure to return their phone calls. 

How could they have done this to her? More to the point, 
why would they have done this to her? 

What the hell was going on, anyway? They’d been the 
ones to go away first. Julia felt her conscience kick. Her imp 
—likely unhappy with having been threatened with death— 
got into the act. 

You know very well why they “went away”, Julia Benedict. 
Stop being so damn pigheaded. 

“Um, you don’t look very happy there, friend of mine.” 

Julia opened her eyes and turned to find her best friend, 
Tracy Jessop, looking at her, concern plainly written all over 
her face. Julia smiled—at least that’s what she intended to 
do, but by the look on Tracy’s face, she guessed her attempt 
fell somewhat short of the mark. 

“Darryl”—Julia used her thumb to indicate the store 
behind her—“just asked me if | wanted to peruse the 
Victoria’s Secret Catalogue to order something special for 
my wedding night.” Just repeating what had happened a few 
minutes ago in the store was making her furious all over 
again. “Because, you see, apparently my men have already 
given him the green light to order anything my little heart 
desires—anything at all no matter the cost because, and 
here Darryl quoted one of my men, ‘I am worth spending 
the big bucks on’. 

“Darryl has their credit card information, you know, and 
can place the order right away. They even authorized that 
he could use priority shipping.” 

Tracy looked shocked, and Julia nodded, her friend’s 
reaction soothing her outrage just a little. 

“Wow. That’s... don’t even have words for what that is. 
But | do have one question,” Tracy said. “What men?” 


“You mean they haven’t been into Lusty Appetites, too? 
They haven’t introduced themselves as the men who’ve 
won my heart, the men who've gotten themselves 
reassigned and relocated just so they could be close to 
me?” 

“I’m pretty sure if such an event had occurred, either 
Ginny or Michelle would have come running into the kitchen 
and told Kelsey and me about it right away. So that would be 
a definite ‘no’.” 

Julia exhaled. “They probably will be, unless | can stop 
them, first. But that means I’m going to have to go and 
knock on their door when, damn it all to hell, | was hoping 
they’d just get frustrated by my lack of response and 
simply...go away. Damn it!” Julia stomped her foot, very 
aware that she likely looked and sounded like a recalcitrant 
child—but really not caring, no, not caring at that moment 
one little bit. 

To prove it, she stomped her foot again. 

“Um, Julia? How about a nice cup of hot tea?” Tracy 
stepped closer and slid her arm around her. “Grandma Kate 
is always extolling the virtue of taking a few moments out in 
the day, or when things feel as if they’re getting out of 
hand, to enjoy a nice cup of Darjeeling or Earl Grey. Yes, 
that’s what you need, a nice cup of hot tea.” 

Julia let herself be led down the block to Lusty Appetites, 
the restaurant owned by Kelsey Benedict, recently married 
to Julia’s cousins Matthew and Steven. The restaurant was 
also where her best friend Tracy worked as sous-chef, 
specializing in the most heavenly pastries Julia had ever 
tasted. 

Usually one to handle her own problems by herself, Julia 
realized she wanted to tell Tracy everything—something 
she'd rather deftly avoided doing since moving back to 
Lusty nearly two months before. 

Julia worried her bottom lip with her teeth, a bad habit 
She could have sworn she’d outgrown, and tried not to 


appear too obvious as she looked around the dining room of 
the restaurant. 

She very much feared she was nearing an emotional 
meltdown and sincerely hoped there wouldn’t be too many 
witnesses. 

Tracy led her to a table at the very back of the dining 
room, one close to the kitchen and out of the flow of traffic. 
Julia noticed that there weren’t very many people dining at 
the moment, anyway. She began to feel indignant on both 
Kelsey and Tracy’s behalf. What was wrong with everyone? 
The food here was some of the best she’d ever eaten. Why, 
this restaurant should be standing room only! 

And then she remembered it was just after three o’clock 
on a Thursday afternoon. 

Too late for lunch and too early for dinner, Julia figured if 
she had to have a major emotional meltdown in this most 
visible of Lusty’s businesses, she couldn’t have picked a 
better time of day to do so. 

“PIL be right back,” Tracy said. “You just sit and relax. 
Close your eyes and breathe deeply.” 

Julia figured she must really look a mess, because Tracy 
had taken a moment to hug her before disappearing into the 
kitchen. 

The door hadn’t even stopped swinging when her friend 
was back, sliding into the seat across from her. 

“Ginny Rose is going to bring us out a pot of Darjeeling 
and a couple of the éclairs | made this morning.” 

“Good. Your pastries always make me feel better. Is your 
dad still stealing them out of the freezer behind your 
mother’s back?” 

“He is.” Tracy grinned. Her smile had always made Julia 
smile in turn, but this one looked particularly mischievous. 

“What?” 

She leaned closer. “I’ve been making them for him lately 
using low fat oil and artificial sweetener. He thinks he’s 


getting away with a huge sin, when in fact it’s actually a 
very small one.” 

“That’s sneaky,” Julia said. “I like it. I’m sure Aunt Heather 
does, too.” 

“She does. Dad doesn’t know it, but he’s been eating very 
healthily for the last year.” 

Ginny Rose came out of the kitchen just then carrying a 
tray. She looked at Julia and offered her a smile as she set 
the tea pot, sugar, lemon, and cream on the table. Tracy 
drank her hot tea with cream. Julia realized the young 
waitress remembered her preference for sugar and lemon, 
when she’d actually only had tea here once before. 

The small show of thoughtfulness really touched her. 
“Thank you.” Oh great, now her bottom lip was quivering. 
Julia bore down. The last thing she wanted to do was cry ina 
public place. 

Ginny said nothing, just gently touched her shoulder, and 
then went back to the kitchen. 

“I’m not going to say if you hadn’t resisted my prodding 
you to tell me what was troubling you lately that you likely 
wouldn’t be near tears now,” Tracy said. “I’m just going to 
say, anytime you’re ready, friend, I’m listening.” 

“You just did say that!” Julia laughed. She realized Tracy 
had done that on purpose when her friend simply smiled 
and shrugged. 

Julia kept silent as Tracy poured out the tea. Then she 
sighed. “I don’t know where to begin.” 

“How about you begin with the very first moment that 
was different?” 

Julia smiled. “I never used to be a sucker for uniforms, but 
when those two Naval Officers walked into the conference 
room, | swear my heart actually skipped a beat.” 

“These would be the Navy SEALs Grandma Kate rented 
her house to a few weeks ago—that she told us about at my 
engagement party.” 


Julia sighed. “Yes. Lieutenant Commanders Devon 
Wakefield and Andrew James—he prefers to be called Drew.” 

“And?” 

“And | guess you could say it was lust at first sight. We 
were all three of us on a committee helping to organize 
Fleet Week in New York City last year. We attended three 
meetings on three separate occasions. Then we went out to 
dinner a couple of times.” 

“And?” Tracy reached over and placed her hands over 
Julia’s. 

She hadn’t even realized she was shredding her paper 
napkin. Tracy’s touch was gentle as she stroked her hands. 
Julia turned one hand over so that their fingers clasped. 

“And |...um...gave in to the lust, and the three of us spent 
the night together. And it was...” She let the thought trail 
off. She’d had so many dreams since, reliving that one 
night. She didn’t want to relive it in her waking hours, too. 
She looked and saw that her best friend was waiting 
patiently. Julia blinked, and inhaled deeply. “And then they 
shipped out, and | left New York and...that’s it.” 

“Were you mad that they had to ship out?” 

“Oh, no, of course not! In fact, they told me they would 
have to leave soon before we...well, before.” 

Tracy sat quietly for so long, Julia began to feel twitchy. 
Not willing to admit to herself the real reason for her mood, 
she met her friend’s gaze. “What?” 

“I was just trying to figure out why you've left out the 
most important detail of all,” Tracy said. “I know it’s not 
because you don’t trust me. So it has to be something else.” 

Julia shook her head no, a slow back and forth gesture. 
This was why she'd resisted Tracy’s prodding. Because she 
knew she’d end up telling her best friend the truth. Julia 
closed her eyes. She’d never acted the coward before. Why 
was she doing so now? 

She opened her eyes and met Tracy’s gaze again. She felt 
the tears gather and her vision blurred. 


“You're right. The most important detail is that | fell in 
love with them both. And instead of dealing with my 
feelings, and them, | came home.” Julia inhaled, and let the 
last of it out. “The truth of the matter is, I’ve fucked 
everything up, very, very badly.” 

x KOK XK 

Devon Wakefield let the water pelt him from every 
direction. Never in his life had he experienced a bathroom 
quite like this one. He grinned as he imagined him and Drew 
having Julia in here with them. 

They’d only had one taste of the lovely Julia Benedict, but 
it had been enough to know they both wanted her for a 
lifetime. 

Dev shook his head in disgust. Somewhere along the line 
during that one hot night of the most earthshaking 
lovemaking of his entire life—he refused to call it just sex— 
he and Drew had fucked up very, very badly. 

No, we didn’t fuck up. We just didn’t get it right away. 

It had taken them forty-eight hellish hours of being 
pinned down by insurgent fire in the rugged mountains of 
Afghanistan, of watching three of their team members die, 
of believing that they themselves were not going to make it 
out alive, for them to have an epiphany. 

They’d made three vows that last night, in those darkest 
hours before they’d finally been rescued. 

They’d vowed to bring their fellow team members home 
and see to it they received heroes’ honors. They’d vowed to 
help the other survivor of that mission from hell, Kenny 
Sheridan, get home, get healed, and get on with his life. 

And they’d vowed to tell Julia Benedict how they felt, and 
try to convince her that they could make a family, and a 
home, all three of them together. 

Two down and one to go. 

Devon turned off the shower and stepped out of the 
enclosure. He toweled off, then padded, barefoot, through 


the master bedroom on his way to one of the other two 
bedrooms in this beautifully refurbished Victorian home. 

Passing by, he let his gaze settle on that big-ass bed. 
Neither he nor Drew had slept in it yet, though they couldn’t 
resist taking turns in the master suite’s shower and that 
very soothing Jacuzzi. 

That bed was meant for three people, and it would not be 
put to use until there were three of them to romp in it. 

Nodding his head for emphasis, he continued on to his 
destination. He and Drew had simply each chosen one of 
the other rooms, neither really caring much over the 
selection. Each of the other two bedrooms in the house held 
a double bed, and besides, this separate-room thing was 
only temporary. 

He pulled on a pair of track pants, tied the drawstring, 
and then headed downstairs. It was Drew’s turn to shower in 
the smaller bathroom and cook dinner. They’d bunked 
together, then lived together, for almost all of the last 
fifteen years. 

Part of the same SEAL team since their training days, 
they’d often joked that they’d been brothers, separated at 
birth. There’d been an instant simpatico between them that 
had served them very well in their chosen careers. 

It pained them both that their days in the field were over. 
In their mid-thirties, they both felt they were too old to start 
at the beginning, and train with four new recruits. Devon 
shrugged. It was what it was. The time had simply come for 
the next phase of their lives. 

They would finish their military careers as training officers 
—this was their last tour—which made the time right for 
what else they wanted. They both wanted to settle down 
and raise a family. 

To do that, they needed Julia. There simply would be no 
other woman for them. 

“Anything?” he asked as he came to stand beside the 
man who was his best friend and, for all intents and 


purposes, his brother. 

Drew turned from looking out the front window of the 
house, a window that included in its lovely view the front of 
Julia Benedict’s house. Situated at the rounded end of a cul- 
de-sac, their house was actually next door to Julia’s. The 
curve in the street, however, allowed them to be able to see 
her front door. 

“Not yet, but it’s early. It’s just coming up on five. She’s 
not been home any earlier than six all week.” 

“True.” Dev focused his gaze on the pale-pink house with 
brown trim, as if he could will its mistress to their door. 

“Dinner’s ready,” Drew said. 

“Good, I’m starving.” 

The way Dev saw it, he and Drew were a pretty good deal 
for any woman to consider as husbands. They could cook, 
and clean, and do laundry, and certainly didn’t mind doing 
any of that. 

They’d even joked once or twice, years before, about 
maybe finding one woman between them to marry, when 
their active duty days were over. 

Maybe we knew how we’d end up all along. 

Drew brought the large pot of hearty beef stew over to 
the table and set it on the hot pad between them. He’d 
tossed a salad, too. That was another point in their favor, 
Dev thought, as they both liked fresh salads and cooked 
greens. 

“Is that homemade bread?” Dev pointed at the loaf on the 
table. 

“It is. Mrs. Benedict brought it over while you were 
Showering. | invited her in, but she said she was off to visit 
her sons and daughter-in-law in Houston. | think those would 
be our Julia’s parents.” 

“Did you ever, in your wildest imagination, ever imagine 
that we’d someday meet a woman like Mrs. Kate Benedict?” 

“No, and I’ve got a pretty good imagination. She said her 
other daughter-in-law, Bernice, made the bread just this 


morning.” 

“Did you add that name to the chart?” 

Drew smiled. “I did. By elimination, Bernice must be the 
wife of Caleb and Jonathan Benedict. Kate mentioned that 
those Benedicts had five children.” He paused for a 
moment, and Dev could almost see the wheels turning in 
Drew’s brain. “I think we may end up needing another 
whiteboard.” 

“I wouldn’t be surprised. There sure seems to be a hell of 
a lot of Benedicts, Kendalls, and Jessops in Lusty.” 

“Don’t forget the Parkers, the Joneses, and the Parker- 
Joneses—although that last group, | believe, is small and 
there’s only one who remains in town, a maiden aunt who 
was the librarian for nearly thirty years.” 

Dev cut himself a good-sized hunk of the fresh-as-a- 
dream bread, and slathered it with butter. He recalled the 
fancy Italian restaurant they’d taken Julia to in New York. 
The bread there had been fresh and warm, and they’d been 
served a plate of olive oil with a swirl of something red in it 
to dip the bread in. 

Dev considered himself an ordinary man. Give him fresh 
salted creamery butter for his bread any day. 

“So if we don’t hear from our Julia tonight”—Drew 
spooned himself another bowl of stew—“we move on to 
phase two. Those would be the businesses owned by those 
family members even closer to her.” 

Dev nodded. “There’s the grocery, the museum, and 
then, of course, the restaurant.” 

Drew grinned. “Do you think she’s heard about our little 
Campaign, yet?” 

Dev grinned back. “If everything I’ve ever heard about 
Small towns is true, you’ve got to figure.” Then he shrugged. 
“Being this close to her, and not having her, is driving me 
nuts. I’m about ready to say to hell with waiting and just 
march over there as soon as we know she’s home, throw her 
over my shoulder, and bring her here, to our bed.” 


“That makes two of us,” Drew said. “At the moment I’m 
trying to remember why we thought it would be better if she 
came to us first, rather than our taking the more direct 
approach and just going to her.” 

“I hear you. Like | said, I’m just about done waiting, 
myself.” He and Drew shared many traits and preferences, 
especially the predilection that once they’d decided on a 
course of action, they wanted to see it done. 

It didn’t take them long to finish their dinner. They worked 
quickly, clearing away the debris, doing the dishes. Within 
fifteen minutes, the kitchen had been set to rights. 

“Let’s take a look at that chart we're building,” Dev said. 
He headed toward the one downstairs bedroom that Kate 
had said the previous tenant—a high school teacher—had 
used as an Office. 

Just off the main hallway that led from the front door back 
to the kitchen, the small room at the moment only held a 
few boxes of their stuff, and the chart they’d begun to draw, 
trying to understand the large, multi-branched family of the 
woman they loved. 

Dev looked at the chart and shook his head slowly. “I’m 
capable of reading complicated mission charts.” He shook 
his head as he scanned the data. “But this might just be 
beyond even me.” 

Drew nodded. “I drew this thing, and /’m getting lost in it. 
One highlight, though. These two brothers”—he pointed at a 
couple of names—“are recently retired from the Air Force. 
Does one of the names look familiar to you?” 

Dev leaned in and read the name. “Well, l'II be damned. 
Morgan Kendall. \sn't that the guy we pulled out of that 
ghost town on the edge of the desert in Southern 
Afghanistan a couple of years back?” 

“Yep, that’s him.” Drew looked at him. “I wonder if he’s 
told family and friends what he really used to do over 
there?” 


“Doubt it,” Dev said. “Just as we'll likely never discuss the 
details of any of our ops. Some things are better left buried 
forever.” 

“Amen to that, brother. Anyway, it seems he and his 
brother have started a new business—Kendall Aviation—out 
at that airfield we pass every morning.” 

“Oh, yeah? Maybe we should stop by and—” 

Loud pounding erupted from the vicinity of the front door, 
cutting off Dev’s words. The doorbell sounded, a nice, solid 
bell chime kind of sound. And then the pounding resumed 
again. 

Dev met Drew’s gaze and they both smiled. 

Only a few steps separated them from the front door. 
Through the opaque glass that flanked that door, Devon 
spotted a figure, not very big, and definitely female. 

He pulled open the door quickly, and had to bite back his 
laughter when Julia, looking flustered and beautiful, nearly 
fell into his arms when she went to pound on the door again. 

“You! And you!” She pointed at them each in turn. “I have 
a bone to pick with you both!” 

“That’s not your line.” Dev kept his tone reasonable, and 
offered her a small smile. “Your line is ‘honeys, I’m home.’” 

“Honeys, I’m home?” Julia repeated the words, her brow 
furrowed. 

“Yes, and it’s about time!” Dev reached forward, picked 
her up, and pulled her into the house and flush against his 
chest. “Welcome home, baby.” 

Julia opened her mouth but Devon gave her no chance to 
protest. Instead, he did what he’d been dreaming of doing 
for the last six months. 

He laid his lips on hers and plundered. 


Chapter 2 


Miguel Ramos was finished trying to behave like a 
civilized man. 

Since he’d lifted himself out of the poverty that had held 
him to the streets, he’d pursued his business with an 
ambitious zeal few had been able to rival. But he had also 
always adhered to a very strict moral code. There had 
always been lines he would not cross, crimes he would not 
commit. 

No more. 

They had taken his estate in El Paso and seized his bank 
accounts north of the border. They had decimated his Texas 
organization. They had even made it impossible for him to 
enter the United States. 

Por Dios, it was enough! The time had come to reach out 
and strike at the very heart of those who had dared to move 
so mercilessly against him. 

Ramos took a moment to inhale the fresh ocean breeze. 
Here in his hacienda outside of Culiacan, he was still 
surrounded by the rewards of his enterprise, by the luxury 
that money could buy. Here, in the heart of his empire, he 
stood invincible. All around him accorded him every respect 
a man who owned the lives of others deserved. Here, 
everyone called him Don Miguel, and very few had the 
courage to even meet his gaze. 

Despite the blows he had endured, Miguel Ramos was still 
a man of power, a man who could reach far, and a man to 
be feared. 

He was very much a man to be feared, and this his 
enemies would soon know beyond doubt. 

“Excuse me, Don Miguel.” 

Miguel turned from the ocean vista at the interruption. He 
forced his frown away and gave the man before him a nod. 

“Juan. Welcome.” 


“Thank you, sir. Tomas said | could just come back.” 

“Yes. Come, have a seat. Enjoy the view. | have asked 
Tomas to bring us some café con leche. You will join me?” 

“T,..yes, thank you, sir. | will.” 

“It is | who should be thanking you. If not for your timely 
warning a few weeks ago, | would have been arrested by the 
American federales.” 

“You are my Patrón. What else would | do but serve you?” 

Ramos held up his hand, pleased when Pecos 
immediately fell silent. Moments later, Tomas wheeled the 
serving cart out onto the patio. He poured the thick, rich 
coffee that Ramos particularly loved into the cups, then 
added the hot milk. 

“Thank you, Tomas. Leave us now.” 

“Si, Patron.” 

Ramos waited until the elderly servant was well outside of 
hearing. Then he turned his attention to Juan Pecos. 

Pecos had been his employee for the last twelve years. In 
that time, the man had shown himself to be competent, but 
not outstanding. He didn’t possess enough of a strategic 
mind to be moved into what Ramos would consider a 
management position. But Juan Pecos did possess one 
quality that made him the perfect tool for wreaking his 
revenge on that bastard Alvarez. 

Juan Pecos was loyal, almost slavishly so. Some men, 
Ramos knew, had been created to serve others. Pecos was 
just such a man. 

“You have proven yourself to me, Juan Pecos, and so, | 
have decided to give you a reward.” He reached into his 
inside jacket pocket and pulled out an envelope. He handed 
it to Pecos, who took it as if he expected the thing to bite 
him. 

“You pay me well already, Don Miguel. | am grateful. | do 
not need a reward.” 

“You do. For yourself, of course, but also to set an 
example of what good, loyal employees may expect to 


receive from Don Miguel Ramos. Go on, look inside.” 

Out of the corner of his eye, Ramos watched Juan open 
the envelope, watched as his eyes widened, and then held 
back a smile when the man thumbed through the American 
one hundred dollar bills, counting them quickly. 

“Thank you, Don Miguel! You are very generous.” 

“You are welcome. | wonder, if you would be interested in 
earning another envelope with twice that amount of money 
in it?” 

“lam at your service, sir.” 

This would be more than business, this would be 
personal. Alvarez had made it personal when he’d come 
after him. It did not matter to Miguel Ramos that the man 
had not been a part of the operation that had stormed into 
his El Paso home just minutes after he’d escaped. All of his 
problems had begun the day that American federal agent 
had stolen his diamonds. 

“You stood as an observer for me in Dallas, when Alvarez 
and his compadres hit our base last month.” 

“Yes, sir. Then | came here, and verified the information 
that the gringo driver had given you.” 

“And you saw Special Agent Alvarez with your own eyes. 
You would...recognize him?” 

“Yes. Yes, | would recognize him anywhere.” 

“My understanding is that he is assigned to the Dallas 
office of the American Drug Enforcement Administration. 
This is your understanding as well?” 

“It is.” 

“I also know that he lives in a small town well outside of 
the city. That he has recently become engaged to be 
married.” 

“Yes. | also know this. One of the young Principes was 
boasting that he was staying in the same town as the cop, 
and that he was going to kill him for you.” 

Ramos felt his temper rise. So that little bastard Manuel 
Ramirez had boasted of his deed before the fact? Had he 


known that, Ramos would have dealt with the man severely 
and found another to kill the cop. Instead of carrying out his 
assignment, Ramirez had failed him, and had been shot by 
the very man he was supposed to kill. 

“Special Agent Alvarez has cost me a great deal of money 
and inconvenience, Juan.” 

“Yes, sir. Do you want me to kill Alvarez for you?” 

“No. No, | have something else entirely in mind to get my 
revenge on Alvarez. | do not want you to kill him. | want you 
to find him, and I want you to follow him, and | want you to 
watch him.” Ramos turned and met Pecos’s gaze. 

“And then | want you to steal his woman and bring her to 
me.” 

x OK OK XK 

Julia fully intended to push away from the big, brutish 
man holding her in his arms and ravishing her mouth with 
his. For about a half a second. Then she gave up all 
pretense of protest and sank into Devon Wakefield’s kiss. 

Oh, God, how could she have forgotten the taste, the 
almost overwhelming addictiveness of this man’s kiss? Julia 
wrapped her arms around Dev, and even the imprint of his 
hard body against hers felt achingly familiar. 

How could I be so hungry for them after just one time? 

She felt the sweep of a hand down her back, and the heat 
of a male body standing so very close behind her. 

She whimpered. Her need to taste Drew James exploded, 
fierce and immediate. 

Somehow, Dev understood her feral communication. He 
eased his lips from hers, and kissed her cheek. 

“He’s right here, baby doll. Shh, we’re going to take such 
good care of you.” 

It was ridiculous how easily Dev handed her over to Drew. 
Her heart raced and arousal burned in her, hardening her 
nipples and making her pussy clench, as if it was already 
searching for cock. 


“There you are at last. Give me that sexy mouth, kitten.” 
She might have forgotten their silly pet names for her, but 
she had forgotten nothing about the flavor or the heat of 
them. Every female hormone inside her began to sing the 
Hallelujah Chorus. Unable to resist her body’s craving, she 
wrapped her legs around Drew. 

Or rather, she tried to. She’d forgotten she had a skirt on, 
one of those snug pencil skirts that looked so good on her. 

Dev’s hands made quick work of the button and zipper at 
the back of her skirt, and in seconds the garment was pulled 
off her. Then Dev’s strong male hands urged her legs around 
Drew’s waist. 

“Lord, honey, you look hot and you feel so hot.” Dev’s 
voice reverberated in her belly. He trailed his hand along her 
bottom, then reached up to brush back and forth over her 
panty-covered slit. Those actions fuelled her arousal but 
also ironically pulled her mentally out of her erotic haze. Her 
body screamed in protest, yet her mind, and her will, 
prevailed. 

Julia broke Drew’s kiss. “No. No, wait. l... can’t. | don’t 
want—” 

“You can, and you do want. Your pussy is wet, baby.” 
Dev’s voice took on an edge of machismo. 

Julia cursed her horny body that found that tone of his 
arousing as hell. She also bit back on the urge to say “to hell 
with it” and shed the rest of her clothes. She used every 
scrap of will at her command to bear down on her arousal 
and hold it in check. 

Let go, Jules, you know what you really want to do is bare 
down. 

Julia consigned her inner imp to hell. 

“Your nipples are hard, too. | can feel them drilling holes 
in my chest.” Drew spread kisses on her cheek, his words 
whispered against her flesh. 

Julia leaned back just enough so she could look into 
Drew’s eyes. Since Dev stood so close, running his hand 


back and forth across her bottom, it proved a simple matter 
to turn her head and meet his gaze, too. 

“You know you have my body ready to do whatever you 
want. My head’s not there yet. Please, give me some space 
here.” 

“Damn. We were so close.” To punctuate his statement, 
Drew pushed his hips forward. The bulge in his pants fit 
damn near perfectly against her feminine folds. Julia felt the 
lios of her pussy thicken and spread, getting ready for his 
cock. 

“Not fair.” She could feel the pout on her face and knew 
from experience it was a good one. 

“Do you really want to talk about ‘not fair’, baby doll?” 
Dev asked. 

Julia closed her eyes and sighed. “Do | want to? No. My 
head wants me to walk out that door and never look back. 
My body wants me to get naked and get between the two of 
you and fuck you both until none of us can see straight.” 

“What about your heart, Julia?” Drew’s question puffed 
against her face, and she realized he still held her in his 
arms. Not only that, her legs were still clamped around his 
waist. 

“My heart doesn’t know what the hell it wants.” She could 
tell them nothing more than the truth. Her body protested 
when she unwound her legs from Drew’s waist. Just as 
regretfully, it seemed to her, he set her on the floor. 

She wasn’t going to nitpick about the fact that she was 
standing in front of them without her skirt on. All things 
considered, that would feel silly, even to her. 

“Okay, we'll talk,” Dev said. “Provided you are done 
pretending we don’t exist, and that you’re done running 
away from us.” 

“Yeah, okay.” Julia ran a frustrated hand through her hair. 
“That wasn’t really working out for me very well, anyway.” 

She looked up in time to see both men fight their smiles. 
Julia shrugged. 


“How about | make us some coffee?” Drew asked. “We 
can sit in the kitchen. That’s a neutral enough place, don’t 
you think?” 

Julia knew she wasn’t going to win any awards for 
eloquence when she shrugged again. Dev bent down and 
scooped up her skirt. Since he handed it to her, she went 
ahead and stepped into it. She shook her head when he 
reached out as if to fasten the garment for her. Reaching 
behind, she did so for herself easily. 

Drew turned and walked off, and Julia followed him. It had 
been a lot of years since she’d been in this house. Her 
grandmother didn’t so much own it as it was one of the 
properties she supervised, even though she’d never actually 
lived here herself. 

Every member of the family, when they came of age, had 
the opportunity to move into any available house, with the 
permission of the Town Trust. But there tended to be more 
homes than people, and often folks would come to Lusty to 
work, and would then either lease a house or rent an 
apartment. Because there were more homes than the 
administrator of the Town Trust—Jake Kendall—could 
manage on his own, they were divided up amongst the older 
family members. Sometimes houses did stand empty for a 
time—as the one she’d just moved into had done. 

But whether a house was empty or not, it never fell into 
disrepair. 

Dev held out a chair for her at the table, and she sat. It 
would have suited her to make the coffee. She liked to keep 
busy when she was nervous. 

“You're looking good, Julia, even with your clothes on.” 
Dev smiled. He tilted his head to one side. “We’ve missed 
you.” 

Julia watched Drew move around the kitchen. His 
movements spoke comfort in the chore and an utter 
familiarity with his surroundings. 


Since they’d only moved in the week before, she thought 
that was pretty impressive. 

“Did you miss us, too, honey?” Devon asked. 

“I thought I’d never see you again.” 

“We know.” Drew finished the chore of putting the coffee 
on to brew, then turned around and leaned against the 
kitchen counter, arms folded in front of his chest. Dev had 
taken the chair to her right. Both men appeared at ease, but 
Julia sensed that neither of them was completely relaxed. 

“Why did you leave New York?” Drew asked. 

“It’s complicated.” She wasn’t trying to be difficult, but 
she'd never done well in situations where she felt 
emotionally vulnerable. One of the side effects of having 
grown up ina family with so many bossy brothers. 

“We're not going anywhere,” Drew answered. “And we 
really want to know. We want to catch up on all that we’ve 
missed in your life.” 

“Why? It’s not like we had a relationship, or anything.” It 
took a lot of focus for her not to cringe at the petulant sound 
of her own words. 

“The hell we didn’t,” Dev said. “Four committee meetings, 
three dates and one night that we will never forget. Honey, 
whether you like it or not, that makes for a relationship.” 

Laughter bubbled out of her that had nothing to do with 
humor. “It feels as if we’re speaking each others’ lines, 
here.” 

“Why did you leave New York, Julia?” Dev’s tone caught 
her attention. For the first time she imagined how they 
might have felt, coming back to the city, looking for her and 
finding her gone without a trace. She’d left no forwarding 
address. For all intents and purposes, she’d vanished off the 
face of the earth. 

What she’d said to them about their not having a 
relationship was kind of true, in a way, but then, so was 
what Dev said. The fact was she’d known deep in her heart 
that what they’d shared had been way beyond anything 


she'd ever experienced and everything she’d ever hoped for 
or dreamed of. 

The intensity of the emotions and the power of the 
lovemaking had combined to scare her spitless. 

She couldn’t just tell them that, though. Because while 
true, that was only a part of the reason she left. And if she 
told them that part of it right now, it would strip her bare 
and leave her feeling more vulnerable than she’d ever felt in 
her life. She was in no way ready for that. 

Julia realized she’d been silent too long. “Part of it was 
that | was tired living in a city where, no matter how hard | 
tried, | didn’t fit in. | missed my home and my friends and 
my family.” 

“Julia?” Dev’s tone shot right through the wall she’d been 
trying to shore up between these men and her emotions. 

She looked over at the coffee pot, not so much because 
she wanted to watch it fill as she needed a moment to 
gather herself, get her emotions under control before she 
dared meet their gazes again. 

But it was no use. These two men were going to be more 
like bulldogs than she had ever been in her youth. She’d 
sensed that about them in the small time they’d shared. 

“In the three years that | lived in New York, | only dated a 
few times. The men were pleasant enough for the most part, 
but my emotions were never engaged.” 

“Until?” Drew asked. 

“His name was Clarence, and he worked for a consulting 
firm that Benedict International hired in London. He came to 
New York to work with our people there, to try and get a 
sense of the entire business.” 

“Do we have to go find this Clarence and beat him up for 
you, kitten?” 

She looked at Drew. His sympathetic tone jarred her. 

“I...no.” Julia shook her head. “Everything that happened 
was probably my fault. Because he was there, my brothers 
had introduced me to him when | went to the office one day 


to meet them for lunch. And because they told me in no 
uncertain terms they would prefer it if | stayed away from 
him, when he called to ask me out, | did the exact opposite 
of what my brothers wanted, and accepted. 

“I think | convinced myself that | should be falling in love 
with Clarence because he seemed so nice. At first. And then 
little things...he didn’t like a particular sweater on me. He 
thought my hair would look better if | wore it in a different 
style. We’d be going out to dinner with his business 
associates and he’d want me to dress really sexy, and then 
he’d want me to only speak to him. | guess | stuck it out 
because Richard, Trevor, and Kevin spared no opportunity to 
tell me that | was making a mistake, dating him. Which | 
found out later was a ruse on their part—a little bit of 
reverse psychology they pulled with me.” 

“That bastard didn’t hit you, did he?” 

Ice encased Dev’s words, and she shivered, even as she 
shook her head emphatically. “No! No, | didn’t let it get that 
far. | dumped him after a particularly nasty rant he had 
about how my family were all depraved, sexual deviants 
because we have a tendency toward ménage relationships.” 
Julia snorted. “Us, depraved? Not a man | know in any of the 
families here in Lusty would ever make a woman feel 
worthless the way he did his best to make me feel.” Then 
she shrugged. “But what he said was nothing more than 
what I’d heard others—the people | worked with, the casual 
friends I'd made, say. Oh, not about me or my family 
personally, you understand. Our way of life is looked on by 
those outside of it as kink—and just being all about the 
sex.” 

“So then we come along, a couple of sailors on leave, 
with our teasing and apparent competitiveness. After 
dancing around the topic every time we see each other, we 
finally talk you into letting us share.” Drew shook his head, 
then looked over at Dev. “Could we have fucked it up any 
better than that?” 


“Maybe if we’d tried harder,” Dev said. “Jesus, Julia. No 
fucking wonder you left before we got back.” 

“Hey, you didn’t have to talk very hard to get me naked 
between you,” Julia said. Because they had both proven so 
perceptive, she smiled. “But then you were gone, which | 
totally understood, my brothers kept being bossy pains in 
the ass, and | really did miss my home.” 

“And you were afraid what would happen if we ever came 
back. We didn’t take the time to really let you get to know 
us. How did you know we wouldn’t come knocking on your 
door with friends in tow?” 

That possibility had actually never occurred to her. What 
had occurred to her was that they would discover that what 
they’d done for fun had been more than fun for her. She’d 
been worried that they’d think less of her when they found 
out—if they found out—that she’d fallen for them both. 
She’d fallen in love with them, and derision from them 
about her feelings would have devastated her. So in fear, 
she ran. 

She wasn’t particularly proud of her cowardice. She 
couldn’t compound that sin with another—with letting them 
believe she’d thought so little of them. But then neither 
could she tell them the entire truth. 

Talk about a wild balancing act! 

“I never thought that. Honestly. | just...1 didn’t know what 
would happen when you came back. And | did let the 
memory of Clarence’s scathing attack influence me. For 
that, I’m sorry.” Whew. That was all truth. And if she didn’t 
want to tell them right now that she loved them, was that 
cowardice, really? She was pretty certain that millions of 
women worldwide would answer that question with a 
resounding, “no!” 

“You don’t owe us an apology for anything—well, maybe 
for not returning our phone calls the last week or so.” Drew 
smiled. 

Julia felt herself beginning to relax. 


“Now that we have all that cleared out of the way, let us 
tell you what’s going to happen next.” Dev’s tone invited no 
arguments. “Beginning here and now, we're not starting 
over with you, so much as we're continuing on. We didn’t 
court you properly before, but we will this time. So no more 
avoiding us. Deal?” 

Julia felt her one eyebrow arch, and knew she could do 
nothing about it. When Dev and Drew both just looked at 
her, she changed her lady-of-the-manor expression to a big 
smile that she doubted, seriously, reached her eyes. 

“Certainly. Just aS soon as you go around town and tell 
everyone that you were only kidding about being my 
fiancés.” 

Devon and Drew exchanged a look, then turned to face 
her. 

“Now why would we do that, kitten?” Drew asked. 

“Especially considering that we are going to marry you.” 
Dev returned her smile, and Julia got the distinct impression 
that she was sunk. 


Chapter 3 

He’d said it, and by God, he meant it. 

The only thing Dev wondered was if scooping Julia up and 
taking her to bed could rightfully fall under the heading of 
“courting her properly.” Personally, he thought it was a 
pretty damn good idea. He just wasn’t certain she’d agree. 

As she’d told them with the kind of selfless honesty he 
admired, her body was there but her mind wasn’t, yet. 

He and Drew wanted all of her. Mind and heart, body and 
soul. 

“You know, I’ve lived my entire life with macho, bossy 
males telling me how my life was going to go.” 

“Good,” he said, nodding once to reinforce his single 
word. “You're already broken in, then.” Dev had to work 
hard at not laughing. 

Julia’s pretty hazel eyes turned tiger bright and stormy. 
He’d seen those eyes sparkle in amusement, and just 
recently he’d seen them cloud over in sadness. He’d never 
forget the way they’d crossed and turned a pretty, vibrant 
green when she came. Now here was another facet, another 
color of Julia’s passion. 

“Good-bye.” She pushed back her chair and surged to her 
feet. Dev caught her around her waist from behind before 
she took a single step. 

“Christ, you are pitifully easy to tease, baby doll.” When 
She continued to struggle, he kissed her ear. “Okay, I’m 
sorry. | was kidding! Don’t go. Please.” 

She stopped struggling, then relaxed in his embrace. “You 
can’t be serious about wanting to marry me. You hardly 
know me.” 

“Kitten, we’re serious as a heart attack.” Drew turned 
back to the counter and brought down some coffee mugs 
from the shelf. The coffee had been ready for a few minutes, 
but they’d been too involved in their conversation to notice. 


Dev wanted the coffee, but he didn’t particularly want to 
let Julia go. He solved his dilemma by sitting back in his 
chair with her on his lap. Drew brought filled cups to the 
table and smiled when he saw where their woman was. 

“I said we're going to court you properly, and | meant it. 
That way you can get to know us, the kind of men that we 
are, and we can get to know you better, too. It will also give 
us a chance to get to know your family, and your friends 
and your roots.” 

“Roots are important to us,” Drew said. “Did we ever tell 
you how we met?” 

“No.” She looked over her shoulder at Devon. “You can 
put me down. | won't leave.” 

“But | like having you on my lap. 
giving her his best smile. 

Julia sighed. “Don’t | get a choice in anything?” 

Dev shifted her and used his hand to gently lift her head 
so she could see his face, meet his gaze and, more 
importantly, so he could see hers. 

“Yes, of course you do. If you can look me in the eye and 
tell me you don’t want to get to know us, that you’re not 
interested in having a relationship with us,”—Dev inhaled 
and mentally crossed his fingers—“if you can tell us you 
don’t already love us, then yes. Say the word and we'll 
leave you alone.” 

He saw the truth in her eyes before she uttered a word. 

Thank God. 

“Damn you,” she said. Despite the words, he heard no 
real heat in her curse. 

“Kitten? We might be bossy sometimes—” Drew stopped 
in midsentence because Julia snorted. Drew smiled and 
shrugged. “Okay, we may be bossy most of the time. But 
we’re not interested in bossing you. We just want to love 
you.” 

Dev decided to relent. He kissed her ear again, then set 
her on the chair she’d occupied before he’d teased her 


” 


He grinned at her, 


” 


nearly out the door. 

“How can you be so sure I’m what you want?” Julia looked 
at Drew, then back at him again. “How can you be so sure 
that you love me and that you want to marry me? Do you 
have any idea how seriously | take relationships and 
marriage?” 

Dev nodded. “Very seriously, if your lack of dating in New 
York is any indication.” 

“But | didn’t really meet anyone who appealed to me, 
except that one asshole.” 

Dev grinned. “But you see? If you didn’t take these things 
so seriously, you’d have gone out with anyone who asked, 
just for shits and giggles. But you didn’t. And yes, Clarence 
is an asshole. He better hope we never meet him.” 

Julia shook her head. “You confuse me. You overwhelm me 
and confuse me so | don’t know which end is up.” 

“Maybe we should answer your last question first.” Dev 
looked over at Drew and waited for his nod of approval. 
When he got it, he met Julia’s gaze again. “Maybe we should 
tell you how it is we can be so certain that you’re it for us.” 

“Maybe you should. Maybe then | might have some 
insight into what’s important to you.” 

Dev had never found it easy to discuss things of a deeply 
emotional nature. He knew that between them, he and Drew 
could love Julia into agreement. But they’d rather have her 
totally on the same page with them. 

“Our last mission went bad. Our team was ambushed, and 
then pinned down in-country. Drew and | thought we were 
going to die—as three of our team already had. In those 
hours before dawn, before we were rescued, we thought 
about you. Julia, what we’d felt with you was more real, and 
more powerful than anything we’d ever experienced before. 
And we made a vow to each other that if we survived, we 
would find you, and woo you, and wed you.” 

“But was that real? Or was it only made to seem so by the 
desperation of the circumstances?” That she would even 


ask that proved to him that their Julia was a woman of 
substance, a woman who listened, and a woman whose 
morality ran deep. 

“It’s been more than six months since we were rescued, 
sweet Julia, and neither one of us has changed our minds,” 
Drew said. 

“All we're asking for right now, is that you let us be with 
you. What do you say, baby doll? Why not give us a 
chance?” 

x kx OK XK 

Julia waited for her heart to stop trying to burst out of her 
chest. While she’d been fretting over her reactions to and 
feelings for Devon Wakefield and Drew James they’d been in 
harm’s way. They’d nearly been killed. That thought chilled 
her to the bone. 

“That...that must have been an awful experience for both 
of you, to lose three of your team members that way. | can’t 
even begin to imagine.” 

She watched the emotions chase over their faces, running 
so fast, one after the other she could barely keep up. And 
because she was watching so closely, she saw the shutters 
come down, and the gentle smiles come out. 

“It was hell, but it’s over now. We survived, and we’re 
here with you.” Dev’s response didn’t surprise or offend her. 
It was actually kind of reassuring to have these big macho 
men act a little like the men she’d grown up with. 

There wasn’t a one of them in her family who could easily 
be emotionally open with anyone except his wife—and that, 
quite often, only after a long, drawn-out battle. 

Not that she would let these two get away with that kind 
of malarkey for long. It was just kind of reassuring at the 
moment to realize they were very much like her fathers and 
uncles and cousins. 

“Yes, now you’re here with me, in Lusty, Texas.” Julia took 
a drink from her coffee. Both men were focusing on her as if 
she was the only thing in the entire world. That kind of 


attention was a little unnerving. She suspected that with the 
team of Dev and Drew, she would likely be subjected to this 
kind of singular scrutiny a great deal. 

She’d survived every form of torture that her brothers—all 
six of them—had been able to devise. More often than not, 
she’d emerged the victor. These two Navy SEALs would be 
no match for her. 

“We are indeed with you in Lusty, Texas. We like your 
town,” Drew said. 

“So do |. But it’s a strange place for two Navy SEALs to be 
bunking down, don’t you think?” 

Dev smiled. Julia had forgotten what a killer grin he had. 

“We're not bunking down, Julia. We're here for the 
duration,” Drew said. 

“I just meant there’s no Navy base close by.” 

Dev shrugged. “Navy SEAL teams are put together early 
on—as soon as you enter the program, in fact. We train 
together, we live together, and we serve together.” Devon’s 
grin faded. “We lost half of our team. Our fourth member, 
Kenny, also survived but is recovering at home. That leaves 
just the two of us. We were given the choice of training with 
a new team, or moving on to something else.” 

“And you chose the something else?” 

“We're in our mid-thirties,” Drew said. “As much as we'll 
miss the action, it was time to move on. So we took the 
opportunity to become instructors. We’re training a mixed 
group over at Goodfellow Air Force Base,” Drew said. 

“It must be different, going from living a life of high 
adventure to teaching,” Julia said. 

“The hours are good, and no one’s shooting at us,” Dev 
said. 

“But it’s not without its frustrations, as you have that long 
drive every day.” 

“We start early and leave early,” Dev said, “and only have 
classes Monday to Thursday. You’re here, Julia, so this is 
where we needed—and wanted—to be.” 


What the hell was she supposed to do with comments like 
that? She didn’t want to tell them how thoroughly they had 
gotten to her, or that she still felt as hot for them as when 
they'd first met. But she wondered if they didn’t somehow 
already know that, anyway. 

Her mother had once told her that when she’d met Julia’s 
fathers, she’d known, almost instantly, that they were the 
men for her. She’d confessed to her only daughter that the 
sudden knowledge had thrown her for a loop because she’d 
never had any intention of having even one husband, let 
alone two. She’d even tried to pretend they didn’t get to 
her. Julia recalled the way her mother had laughed, and 
shrugged, and told her that they’d known, anyway. That it 
had been as if they really were meant to be together—as if 
they’d been one flesh even before they’d become intimate. 

“Where did you go just now, baby doll?” 

Julia blinked. The air between them seemed to crackle 
with sexual tension. They continued to give her their full 
attention, and she felt like a steak being eyed by two 
ravenous carnivores. 

“I’m not going to tell you.” She tilted her head to one 
side. “In this two-against-one tug-of-war, | reserve the right 
to keep some things to myself.” 

“Oh, sweetheart, it’s not two against one. That implies 
that we have an adversarial relationship. Trust me, the last 
thing we feel toward you is adversarial.” 

“Did you miss us, kitten? | know Dev asked you earlier, 
but | don’t feel as if you really answered. Did you miss us?” 
Drew’s expression—half hopeful child, half winsome puppy— 
melted her heart. 

In the face of such need, such longing, how could she 
pretend to be aloof? 

“Yes.” Julia wished she could have sounded just a bit 
stronger just then. The passion they’d aroused in her with 
their kisses had not been a new, fresh passion. They’d 


merely stirred to life the embers they’d left smoldering 
within her so many months before. 

Like any fire that had been left waiting for six long 
months, she knew hers would explode back to life with just 
the slightest bit more kindling. 

The men must have realized that, too. They exchanged a 
look she didn’t have any trouble reading. 

“Are we done talking for now, baby doll?” Dev’s voice 
dipped, and something about that particular tone sent 
Shivers trembling through her body. 

Her mouth had gone dry, and the words she might have 
said refused to form. She licked her lips and nodded once. 

“Good. We have only one more question for you.” Drew 
lowered his arms and took two steps away from the counter. 

God, | can feel them both from here. Every little part of 
her body that was female began doing a happy dance. 

Civilized? No, humans weren’t all that civilized Julia 
realized as her body had begun to prepare itself to receive 
her mates. We’re still, at the very base of everything, feral 
beings. 

Just as she sensed the heat and the promise in them, they 
surely must have sensed her hormonal changes. Drew’s 
erection pressed against his pants. Dev’s sharp inhalation 
told her he, too, was ready. 

A fine trembling began inside her, and her voice shook 
when she said, “Ask your question.” 

“What time do you need the alarm set for in the 
morning?” 

Julia looked from one to the other of them. She didn’t 
think any of them would be able to hold out much longer. 
They seared her with their gazes, and her body burned to 
cradle them once more. 

“Eight. That’s early enough for me to call in and cancel 
my one meeting for the day.” 

Drew shifted slightly and nodded, but it was Dev who 
moved. He stood and reached for her, lifting her out of the 


chair before he was completely on his feet. 

“Next time we’ll show a little more finesse,” he promised. 

Julia couldn’t see the sense in not being honest. She 
wanted these Navy SEALs. She’d never stopped wanting 
them. She wrapped her arms around Dev’s neck, confident 
he wouldn’t drop her. “Screw finesse,” she said. “Just hurry.” 

How strong he is to be able to take the stairs two at a 
time with me in his arms. Dev strode down the short hall 
then turned to the left, entered a room, and then stopped. 

He eased her back just enough that he could kiss her, a 
hot, wet, totally carnal kiss. His tongue dominated hers, 
hard, deep strokes and Julia felt as if she was being 
devoured, one lick at a time. 

Drew ran his hands over her bottom and then, as Dev had 
done earlier, made very quick work of stripping off her skirt. 
But he didn’t stop there, and in just a few more seconds she 
was naked from the waist down. 

Julia wasted no time winding her legs around Dev. 

“Baby doll?” Dev had taken his mouth off hers to string 
kisses across her face, down her throat. “Julia?” 

She blinked, realizing he’d called her name twice. Well, 
sort of. 

“Hmm?” She didn’t want to talk, she wanted to get down 
to the very serious business of having and being had by 
these two men. He’d stopped kissing her, so she set about 
tasting him, his face and neck, anywhere she could reach. 
Her lips kissed, her tongue lapped. 

“When we come up for air, remind us to show you our 
doctor’s letters, okay?” 

“Doctor’s letters?” She leaned back and met his gaze, 
wondering what in hell he was talking about. 

Then he stroked her, back and forth over her slit, and she 
moaned, her eyes closing in pure pleasure. He kept moving 
the back of his hand, and she understood he was petting 
her and untying the drawstring on his track pants at the 
same time. 


Now that’s what I call efficient. 

She heard his pants hit the floor, a soft whoosh of sound. 
His cock sprang free, hot and hard and naked against her 
slit. Julia couldn’t help herself. She pushed herself against 
him, tiny little seeking motions until his cock nestled 
between the lips of her pussy. 

He stepped forward, leaned forward, and laid her on the 
bed, coming down on top of her. 

“Yeah, letters. We were coming for you, and only you. 
There will be no other woman for either of us, not ever. So 
we had ourselves tested. And, baby doll? We both passed.” 

Julia gasped as he plunged into her, one solid thrust that 
buried his cock in her to the hilt. Dev held himself inside 
her, flexing his cock, his gaze locked on hers. Then he slowly 
pulled out, and thrust into her again. 

“Oh, God.” She’d never had a man naked inside her 
before, would never have believed how different it felt. The 
friction of his flesh moving in hers shot her arousal high, and 
when he picked up the pace, when he flexed again, she 
returned the favor, clenching her inner muscles as if 
performing her daily Kegel exercises. 

“Fuck, Julia. That felt good. Do it again.” 

“I’m on the pill,” she said. Were they hoping to get her 
pregnant? Did men even do that anymore, get their women 
pregnant so the women would feel obliged to marry them? 

“Good. We were hoping you were. Now give me your 
mouth, baby doll.” 

Julia couldn’t resist his kiss, any more than she could 
resist his cock’s hard, deep possession of her. She wrapped 
herself around him, arms and legs, and gave herself over 
completely to the joy of having him inside her again. 

It’s been so long. 

Did she miss them? The way she imagined a person 
would miss a limb. 

His tongue danced with hers, the ballet sexy and sultry. 
His flavor flooded her, a taste she’d tried, and failed, to 


forget. 

Beside her the bed dipped. She felt the heat of Drew’s 
body next to hers. Devon slowed his kiss, then eased his lips 
away from her. 

Drew stroked the side of her face then turned her head 
toward him. 

His mouth took hers, a hot, demanding mating of lips, his 
kiss wet and wonderful. She sucked his tongue into her 
mouth, drank him in, his flavor subtly different from Dev’s 
but no less potent to her senses, and no less necessary. 

She tilted her hips to rub her clit against the hair that 
nestled Dev’s cock. Tiny shivers shot out from the contact, 
and she clenched her inner muscles again. 

“Hang on.” Dev reached beneath her, cradling her ass, 
pulling her into his thrusts. Hard and heavy, fast and 
furious, he plundered her pussy, tearing away any illusion of 
control she may have had. 

Julia released Drew’s lips. “Oh, yes.” The sigh turned into 
a hiss as her orgasm erupted, a molten-hot and all- 
consuming explosion of ecstasy that drenched every nerve 
in her body. Julia grabbed on to Dev and clung to him, 
whimpering as the waves buffeted her, drowning her in pure 
pleasure, a pleasure she’d thought had been lost to her 
forever. 

She felt the pulsing of his cock inside her. The spurt of hot 
semen shocked her, sending even more orgasmic waves 
through her when she thought she must surely be spent. 

Above her, Dev fought for breath, his arms holding her 
close. His weight didn’t crush her, and she thought he must 
somehow be holding himself off her just a little, protecting 
her. 

That was a wonderful memory from their one night 
together, the way the men had cherished her. 

“God in heaven, Ms. Benedict, you pack a wallop.” 

“Me?” Oh, she knew the truth of things, and that power 
hadn’t come from her. “I never knew | could fly apart like 


that until you two sweet-talked your way into my bed six 
months ago. So don’t be blaming that earthquake on me.” 

He eased back from her, and his grin simply melted her. 
“Uh-huh. Not our first time around the block, either, baby 
doll. It has to be you.” 

Dev kissed her lightly then pulled out of her. He stood, 
shucked his shirt, then stretched out on the left side of her. 
“We were still half dressed,” she said. It hadn’t even 
occurred to her, so lost had she been in the sensations of 
lovemaking. Beside her, Drew chuckled. 

“Don’t worry, kitten. You won’t be half dressed for much 
longer. First I’m going to strip you, then I’m going to have 
you.” 


Chapter 4 


Julia raised her chin a notch, trying for an air of hauteur. 
Of course, considering that she was lying on her back with 
her legs spread wide, her pussy still damp and vibrating, 
perhaps hauteur was too much to hope for. 

Still she could give it a shot. “Maybe, Lieutenant 
Commander James, /’™ going to have you.” 

“God, | hope so.” Drew moved quickly, going from 
reclined and relaxed to feral and on the prowl. Hovering 
over her, he very quickly skimmed her blouse off her, and 
then easily dispensed with her bra. 

He ran the back of his hand along the underside of her 
breasts. The gossamer touch stirred her arousal back to life. 

“You have got the most beautiful breasts.” The words 
brushed her nipple just seconds before he closed his mouth 
over her tender flesh. 

He opened his mouth wide over her nipple, using tongue 
and teeth and suction to drive her wild. Julia arched against 
the sensations that rippled through her. As if a silken thread 
connected her nipple to her clit, she felt that tiny nub 
twitch, and stretch. She rolled her hips in response as she 
got hotter and wetter. 

Drew’s suckling felt beyond wonderful. She ran her 
fingers through his hair then cupped his head with her 
hands, holding him in place. He murmured his approval, and 
the sounds vibrating against her wet flesh made her shiver. 
He slowed his caresses, as if he had all night to do just this. 

Julia whimpered, already needing more. How could she 
hunger for more when she’d just had such a fabulous 
orgasm? Flushed and greedy, she decided to do some 
arousing and exploring of her own. She sent her right hand 
traveling, intent on touching his body while her left caressed 
his hair. 


Her fingers reacquainted themselves with his chest. She 
loved the feel of the corded muscles dusted with a fine 
smattering of golden down. He pushed his hips closer, 
hunching over her, likely so she could better reach his hard 
cock. Taking his hint, she fisted him. She stroked her hand 
up and down the velvety shaft, loving the feel of him in her 
hand. 

“Mm, your hand on me feels good, kitten, but I’d rather 
have my cock buried deep in your cunt.” 

He nuzzled her other breast, treating that nipple to the 
same luxurious attention he’d given the first. 

“Yes, Drew, | want to feel you inside me. | want your cock 
in my pussy. | really did miss you.” She turned her head so 
she could meet Dev’s eyes. “I missed you both.” 

“Take me, kitten. Take me inside you.” 

Drew settled between her thighs, and oh how nice to feel 
his big, buff body press her into the mattress, to feel the 
heat and the hardness of his cock caressing her wet folds, 
seeking the entrance to her body. 

“Ah, yes, please.” She lifted her hips to help guide him in 
and then sighed as he sank into her, as he began to fuck her 
with long, steady strokes. His chest brushed her still damp 
nipples. He worked one arm under her bottom, holding her 
lower body closer for his thrusts, and the other he slid 
around her neck so he could angle her for his kiss. 

He nuzzled her first, and she opened her mouth under his, 
Sliding her tongue against his, sipping his essence as she 
would a fine wine. 

Hot and hungry, their tongues dueled and played, their 
mouths sipped and sucked. Julia loved his kiss, loved the 
taste and the heat and the command of it. 

His lips left hers to kiss a trail across her cheek to her 
neck as his hips continued to move, his cock caressing her 
pussy in a steady in and out that sent tingles of excitement 
through her entire body. 


“I won’t last much longer, kitten. Squeeze me. | want to 
feel your tunnel caress my cock.” 

“Like this?” She flexed her pelvic floor muscles, and 
Drew’s deep groan of satisfaction thrilled her. 

“She feels good, doesn’t she?” Dev, lying on the bed 
beside her, stroked a finger up and down her arm as he 
moved in closer to them. 

“Better than good,” Drew agreed. 

“It’s so hot, watching the two of you fuck.” Dev leaned 
over and placed a kiss on Julia’s cheek. 

Julia turned her head and kissed him, a quick, hungry 
caress that he returned briefly. Then his lips left hers and he 
smiled. 

Drew bent close and licked her lips. “I like seeing you kiss 
him while I’m fucking you. It’s just so fucking right.” 

Julia stretched up and kissed Drew, her tongue dipping 
into his mouth, gathering more of the taste of him. She was 
so close to coming. “Fuck me harder, Drew.” Julia’s clit 
twitched, and she felt the shivers that signaled the 
beginnings of her climax. She inhaled deeply and could 
smell both of her lovers from the heat rising from her skin. 
The scent of the two of them together, the heat and the feel 
of them overwhelmed her senses, and she loved it. She 
loved everything they made her feel. “More, oh please, | 
need more!” 

Drew’s rhythm became sharp and hard as he chased his 
climax, and hers. His body broke into a sweat and Julia 
licked him. Her body strived and reached, needing just a 
little bit more. And then she cried out as she got it, as her 
rapture seized her, spiraling through her with the electric 
Snap and sizzle of erotic pleasure. 

“Mm, yes, kitten, come on my cock. God!” Drew held 
himself deep inside her as he came, the flood of his seed 
into her a molten gift that her body seemed to devour. On 
and on her climax shook her, the pleasure so sharp, so 


enormous, she wondered how she ever could have thought 
she could live without it. 

Finally, she felt the tremors ease. Julia closed her eyes as 
lassitude settled over her. Two powerful orgasms in such a 
short time had stolen her strength, leaving her more than 
sated. 

“Mm, you're looking very content there, Ms. Benedict.” 
Dev’s soft words caressed her face, and she smiled. 

“One might even say smug,” Drew said. 

Julia opened one eye. The men were on their sides, 
ranged over her and looking down at her. “No.” She closed 
her eyes again. “Smug is what | see on your faces.” 

“Yeah, probably.” Drew grinned. Then he looked around 
the room. “I have to tell you, Ms. Benedict, this is one hell of 
a bed. And that bathroom in there? It’s certainly the right 
size for all three of us.” 

“Hmm, yes. Benedict-sized.” 

“So all the members of your family have big beds and 
showers and tubs?” 

“My understanding is it began with the first Benedicts and 
Jessop-Kendalls, the ones who created the town.” 

“Tell us more,” Devon said. 

“Later. Tomorrow, I'll take you to the Lusty Historical 
Society Museum.” Then she opened her eyes again. “I’m 
Surprised you didn’t visit the museum already and introduce 
yourselves to Aunt Anna.” 

“It was on the list,” Drew said. “Along with the grocery 
and the restaurant.” 

Julia grinned. She just couldn’t help it. “I can guarantee 
you that if you’d shown up at any of those three places, 
your next destination would have been as a guest of my 
cousin Adam.” 

“Let me guess,” Dev said. “He would be the sheriff?” 

“He would. Actually, I’m surprised he hasn’t been by to 
visit the two of you already.” 


Drew leaned over and kissed her. “We only just began our 
Campaign today. Give it time.” Then he rolled off the bed 
and reached for her. 

Julia shrieked when he scooped her into his arms. “Let’s 
shower,” he said. 

“Ooh, water sports,” Julia teased. 

“In this hedonistic bathroom?” Dev said. “You bet your 
very fine ass there are going to be water sports.” 

x OK OK XK 

Drew had very rarely allowed himself to hope for things in 
life. One of his earliest lessons was that mostly, you didn’t 
get what you wanted no matter how badly you wished for it. 
Since each disappointment had devastated him, he’d 
learned to stop wishing. 

At the moment, however, he figured all those 
disappointments, from the time he’d been sent to his first 
foster home, to now, had been worth it. They had 
guaranteed his having the one thing he wanted more than 
anything in his life to date. 

He’d wanted Julia Benedict with a craving that had 
frightened him just a little. More, he’d wanted—no, needed 
—her to accept both him and his best friend as her lovers. 

“I like my showers hot,” Julia warned. 

He set her down gently outside the glass-enclosed stall 
and placed a kiss on her nose. “What a coincidence. That’s 
how | like my woman. Hot.” 

He set the water temperature, then picked her up and 
carried her in. Looking over his shoulder, he watched as Dev 
came into the bathroom, a tube of lube in his hand. 

He and his brother—for that is how he’d thought of Devon 
Wakefield for years, now—apparently were of the same 
mind. 

He turned Julia around so that the water didn’t hit her 
face, and eased her away from the nozzle to make room for 
Devon. 


Julia’s sigh as the hot water rained down on her made him 
smile. 

“We didn’t hurt you, did we, honey?” 

“Of course not.” 

“There’s no ‘of course not’ about it, Julia. Dev and | are 
both big men.” 

“Brag, brag, brag.” The words came out against his chest. 
He felt her smile, and then she straightened, insistent, he 
thought, on standing on her own two feet. 

“I wasn’t talking just about our cock size. We’re both a lot 
bigger and stronger than you. We have to be careful not to 
hurt you.” 

Julia frowned, then went up on her toes and cupped his 
face in her hands. “Drew, there’s not a lot | know in life, but 
| do Know one thing. You and Dev would never hurt me.” 

“Certainly not on purpose.” Drew could see the 
conversation was upsetting her, and that was the very last 
thing he wanted. 

“Give me your arms, baby doll.” Dev reached from behind 
and took Julia’s arms in his hands, stretching her up just a 
little. Drew grabbed the soap and worked a good lather into 
his hands. 

“You’re so beautiful to me,” he said. He covered her 
breasts with lather, smoothing it back and forth over her 
nipples, and then spreading the soap down, over her 
abdomen then around her hips to her ass. 

He brought his hands back around to her front. Leaning 
down, he spread foam down her legs before he brought both 
hands back up to caress over her pussy. 

“Mm, that feels good.” Julia had closed her eyes, nearly 
purring, and looking very much like the kitten he likened her 
to. 

“Enjoy, Julia, because | sure am.” She felt like every 
definition of heaven he’d ever come up with, right there 
under his hands. 


“Mm, let’s see how Julia under foam feels,” Dev said. He 
let loose of Julia’s arms and kissed her ear. Then he lathered 
his hands and ran them down her back, and over her ass. 
When Julia jerked, Drew met Dev’s gaze. The sparkle in his 
eyes told him he’d just stroked over her anus. “Wonderful, 
that’s how you feel,” he said. 

“Not fair. | want to play, too.” 

Drew grinned at the pout in her voice. “Who's stopping 
you?” he asked. 

A few moments later he wondered if he should have 
issued such a broad invitation. Julia’s small hands, soft and 
Slippery from the soap, petted his chest, stroked his arms, 
and even caressed his back. 

He groaned when she pressed herself against him and 
rubbed her breasts with their pebble-hard nipples back and 
forth against his chest. 

“Like that, do you? Then you're going to love this.” 

He heard the teasing in her tone and could only gasp 
when she fisted him and began to wash his cock more 
thoroughly than it had ever been washed in his entire life to 
date. 

“God, woman, you're right. | do love that.” 

“Mm, good. Now I have just one more thing | need to do.” 
She stepped to the side so that the water rained down on 
his chest, washing the lather from his body. 

“Only one more thing? Kitten, | have a lot more than one 
more thing planned for you.” 

She stepped in front of him again, then closed her eyes 
and groaned when Dev reached between her legs and 
teased her with his fingers covered in suds. 

“Do you really?” She all but purred that. Drew grinned 
because between them, he and Dev were coaxing some 
very interesting sounds out of Julia Benedict. 

“Yes. AS a matter of fact I... mother of God!” 

Drew closed his eyes and threw his head back. Julia had 
bent over, wrapped her fingers around his cock, and then 


sucked him into her wonderful, wet, fabu/ous mouth. 

Liquid heat surrounded his cock, and Drew shivered as 
the amazing sensations assailed him, one on top of the 
next. 

Julia sucked, tiny little rhythmic motions that he swore 
made his cock grow five inches. She ran her tongue up and 
down along his shaft as she moved her head up and down 
On it. 

“God, kitten, what a great mouth you have.” He couldn’t 
stop himself from gripping her head, neither could he stop 
his hips from rocking. He used every bit of his will to ensure 
that the motions were small. He wouldn’t hurt her for the 
world yet there was a part of him, a very greedy, primitive 
part that wanted to fuck her mouth with the same 
deliberation he’d just used to fuck her cunt. 

“God, that’s hot,” Devon said. “Our woman looks good 
with cock in her mouth.” He’d lathered his hands again and 
worked on cleaning himself, including his cock, which was 
hardening with every moment of the show he and Julia were 
giving him. 

“Wait until you feel her mouth on you, Dev.” Then he 
closed his eyes in pure bliss. “Mm, Julia, yes, baby. That 
feels so damn good.” 

Julia hummed around his cock, and Drew damn near shot 
his load right then and there. 

“Easy, kitten. No humming. It’ll be over before I’m ready 
for it to be.” 

Julia lifted her mouth from him, and he had to resist the 
urge to cry. “You want to make this last, do you?” 

“God, yes.” 

Julia looked over her shoulder at Dev. “You’re next,” she 
told him. 

“Actually, | thought we'd see if we could all come at the 
same time.” Dev rinsed himself, then stepped a bit closer to 
Julia. “You’re bent over so nicely, honey. Just at the perfect 
angle for me to fuck you from behind.” 


Julia moaned around Drew’s cock when Dev suited actions 
to words. He took a moment to move her feet just a bit 
farther apart. Then he took his cock in hand, stepped closer, 
and impaled their woman with one solid thrust. 

Julia lifted her mouth from Drew but kept her hand 
wrapped around him. She pumped him slowly as she looked 
over her shoulder at Dev again. 

“So you believe in simultaneous orgasms?” 

“Not only do | believe in them, I’m counting on them. Put 
your mouth back on Drew’s cock, baby doll. Let’s rock and 
roll.” 

Julia moaned as Dev began to fuck her, his hips moving in 
a nice, steady rhythm. Then she sucked Drew’s cock into 
her mouth again, and he sighed. With the way she sucked 
on him, it really wouldn’t take him very long to come. 

He watched Dev, and then began to thrust his cock into 
her mouth using the same rhythm his brother was using on 
her cunt. Julia hummed her approval, and began to suck on 
him a little harder. 

Drew inhaled and grasped her head just a bit tighter. He 
combed his fingers through the wet brown strands and 
gritted his teeth, determined to hang on to this incredible 
high, this amazing sensation of being on the very edge of 
ecstasy. 

Julia whimpered as Dev increased his pace. Drew watched 
as he reached onto the shelf for the lube he’d placed there 
moments before. He coated two fingers of his right hand, 
then brought them to Julia’s ass. 

He felt her shiver when Dev touched her. She groaned 
around his cock as Dev spread the gel over her anus. 

Dev met his gaze for one moment, then brought his hand 
to a stop and, instead of moving his fingers up and down, 
began, instead, to push in. 

Julia jerked, and let out a long, low moan even as she 
cupped Drew’s balls and squeezed gently. 


Unable to hold off completion another moment, Drew 
closed his eyes, threw his head back, and shouted out as his 
climax shot out of him, stream after stream, only to be 
sucked up and swallowed by the woman he’d been in love 
with for the past six months. 


Chapter 5 


Julia shivered as tiny little aftershocks of delight 
shimmered through her. Slowly, she released Drew’s cock 
from her mouth, giving it a final couple of licks in farewell. 
He had his hands in her hair, and Dev had his hands on her 
hips, otherwise she felt certain she would have landed face- 
first on the shower floor. The sound of heavy breathing 
echoed against the glass enclosure as they all three tried to 
catch their breath. 

Still bent over at the waist, she felt totally weak and 
completely giddy. “I read somewhere that 95 percent of all 
household accidents occur in the bathroom.” 

To their credit, neither man snickered. “Do you think that 
percentage is higher in Lusty? I'm wondering if the larger 
bathrooms here would increase the risk,” Drew said. 

Julia groaned as she tried to straighten. Immediately she 
felt two pairs of hands helping her, easing her upright. 
Someone—probably Dev—had turned off the shower. Tiny 
little drops of water dripped off their bodies, making 
plopping sounds that were strangely musical. 

Julia smiled. “No, actually, | think that rate is much lower 
in Lusty. The men tend to take care of their women here, 
more than in most places. Or so I’ve come to believe.” 

“That sounds like a reasonable assumption.” Dev turned 
her into his arms, kissed her, then picked her up. “It’s a 
practice that I, for one, applaud.” 

Julia nearly protested that she could walk, but quite 
honestly, she wouldn’t want to bet the farm on it. Her knees 
still felt weak, the accumulative effect of three orgasms in 
such a short period of time. 

Dev snagged a towel, wrapped it around her, and then sat 
down on the ledge of the hot tub with her on his lap. He 
began to dry her gently by moving his hands over the towel, 
patting it against her skin. “I’d like nothing more than for us 


to continue our party in here”—he nodded toward the spa 
—“but | think we could all use a bit of a rest, first.” 

Drew came over with a second towel and began to blot 
the water from her hair. “Did you have dinner tonight, 
kitten?” 

Julia had closed her eyes in order to better enjoy the 
luxury of being completely pampered. Drew’s question 
sounded kind of funny, but she couldn’t imagine why that 
would be. Was he coming down with something? The words 
had echoed, as if he had something wrong with his throat. 
She blinked when she felt herself being lifted again, and 
realized she hadn’t answered Drew’s question. “Mm? 
Dinner?” 

Drew laughed. “Maybe you need a nap more than you 
need something to eat, kitten, as | asked you about dinner 
five minutes ago.” 

“It’s been a stressful day.” She yawned around the words. 

“Really? What stressed you out, Julia?” Drew asked. 

“Well, apparently a couple of Yankees have been going 
around town introducing themselves as my future 
husbands.” 

“Imagine the nerve,” Dev deadpanned. He carried her out 
of the en suite bathroom and into the bedroom. 

Julia smiled. “Add that stress to the very wonderful 
orgasms l’ve just had, and yes, | am tired. But I’m hungry, 
too.” 

“Nap first, then food.” Dev’s tone brooked no argument. 
He set her gently on the bed. 

Julia raised one eyebrow as she looked at him. “That 
sounded very bossy, very alpha male,” she said. “I don’t 
generally take orders all that well, especially from alpha 
males. You should probably write that down for future 
reference.” 

Dev nodded. “I’ve a good memory, so writing it down 
won’t be necessary. | understand your feelings on the 
Subject. It’s because your brothers, being all alpha males 


and bossy men, had a tendency to order you around,” Dev 
said. 

“Yes, that’s it, exactly. It pissed me off to no end.” Julia 
looked at him. She had accused both him and Drew of not 
knowing her, but maybe she didn’t give them enough credit. 
Perhaps they knew her better than she realized. 

“I imagine it would,” Dev said. He easily pulled the top 
sheet out from under her, and then climbed into bed beside 
her, on her right side. He pulled the sheet up to her waist. 

“We don’t blame you one bit for being pissed with them. 
They’re your brothers. It wasn’t their place to order you 
about.” Drew tossed the comforter on the bed, straightening 
it neatly. Then he climbed into the bed on the other side of 
her. 

Dev cupped her face with one hand. He turned her head 
toward him and met her gaze. “We, on the other hand, are 
your mates. It /s our place to order you around.” Then he 
grinned. “Which we will only do in the interests of taking 
care of you when you need us to do so. You fell asleep on 
my lap while we were drying you, baby doll. Nap first, eat 
later.” 

She’d discuss that delusion they seemed to have about 
being her mates, later. For the moment, her top priority was 
not letting them get the upper hand. Her mother had always 
told her to start out as she intended to go. That meant she 
had to establish her boundaries immediately. “I’m not 
tired!” Julia thought the effect of the stern tone was 
probably somewhat negated by the yawn she couldn’t quite 
stifle around it. Not only had her yawn weakened her 
argument, but the ease with which Dev stretched her out on 
the bed worked against her, too. 

“Do you want to stomp your foot, kitten?” Drew’s smile 
Should have made her mad as hell. Whenever Richard, 
Trevor, or Kevin—her triplet brothers who were the bossiest 
of her siblings—compounded their sin of bossiness by 
laughing at her protests, her vision would literally turn red. 


Since she possessed one hell of a temper, it was a miracle 
she hadn't killed at least one of her brothers by now. 

Looking at Drew’s smile, all she wanted to do was laugh. 

Well, | am being kind of silly. However, that didn’t mean 
she couldn’t come out on top in this particular exchange. 
She just had to work her way around to it. 

“You're right, | am tired. | should just go home, get some 
Sleep.” She sat up in the bed, only to be eased back down 
again, by both men this time. 

“You're too tired to get dressed and go home, baby doll.” 
Dev turned onto his side and laid his arm across her middle. 

Well, that’s convenient. No way can I leave the bed when 
he’s pinning me down. “| am, huh?” 

“Absolutely,” Drew agreed. He turned on his side, too. His 
arm spanned her waist, just beneath Dev’s. 

Julia liked being in the middle of these two Navy SEALs, 
having them both looking down at her, though of course, 
she wasn’t going to tell them that. Time to turn the screws. 

“All right, then.” 

Dev met Drew’s gaze and she could practically see their 
minds working. 

“All right?” Drew repeated her words, and she didn’t miss 
the caution in his tone. 

“Mm. Yep. | am sooo tired.” She yawned again, partly for 
effect and partly because she really was sleepy, and getting 
Sleepier by the minute. “I know how very much you both 
want to take good care of me and see to it that | get a good 
night’s sleep.” 

“That’s right.” Dev’s were the words of agreement even if 
his tone held uncertainty. 

“Good. Then | guess you won’t be waking me in the 
middle of the night, wanting more sex. l'Il see you both in 
the morning. Nighty-night.” 

The two men looked at each other, and Julia thought they 
might be wondering just exactly when they’d lost control of 
the situation. 


She closed her eyes, fully planning to give them just a 
few minutes to stew before she took them on again. She 
wasn’t anywhere near finished having them yet. She felt 
herself settle comfortably into the bed, and realized, 
somewhat absently, that the bed seemed to be pulling her 
down into it deeper and deeper. She felt the men lie down 
beside her, felt them each kiss one of her cheeks before 
snuggling her in close. She thought she might have smiled, 
even as she realized she really was falling asleep. 

Her last thought as she drifted off was that she felt totally 
safe, secure, and cared for. 

x XK OK OX 

Dev opened his eyes. He didn’t need to check the clock. 
He’d willed himself to sleep at nine-thirty, moments after 
Julia had dropped off like a stone, and told himself to sleep 
for three hours. 

Lying on his side, his arm wrapped around his woman, he 
let himself cherish this moment. She was asleep, and in the 
state of slumber, more than acquiescent. Not a condition 
that would likely last, come morning. Oh, they had her in 
their bed, but he didn’t kid himself for one moment that the 
battle to have her in their lives permanently had been won. 

They’d only won the first skirmish. 

He glanced over at Drew, unsurprised that he was awake, 
and watching her, too. “I sure wish this would last,” Drew 
said. And then he grinned. 

Obviously his best friend—his brother in all but blood— 
saw things the same way he did. No surprise there, either. 
“Yeah, a part of me does, too. But | bet the tussling will be 
fun,” Dev said. 

“I have no doubt about that.” Drew kept his voice quiet. 
“Personally, | can’t imagine that life with our woman is going 
to be smooth sailing. The peaceful times may all very well 
mostly occur only when she’s sound asleep.” 

“Agreed. l’d probably be disappointed if life with her was 
all smooth sailing.” 


“Me, too. That was kind of cute the way she believed she 
had one over on us, tricking us into letting her sleep all 
night.” 

“Mm, as if we would ever deprive ourselves, or her, of 
more loving.” 

Dev eased the blankets off Julia. She shivered, and curled 
into him a little closer. In the light of day she might argue 
the fact that he and Drew were her mates. But asleep, when 
her subconscious mind ruled, her body knew to whom it 
belonged. 

She was all soft skin and supple textures. He brushed the 
hair off her face, and then eased her over onto her back. 

Heat rose from her body, fragrant, Julia-scented heat that 
stirred his cock to life and actually made his mouth water. 

He began to stroke her, light, loving caresses down the 
right side of her body. He smiled when Drew took up the 
same rhythm on her left side. 

Julia stirred on the bed and groaned, still asleep but 
clearly responding to their touch. 

Dev knew just exactly how he wanted to wake her up. He 
rolled onto his knees and began to kiss a trail where his 
hands had been. 

Julia groaned again, and Dev smiled as he kissed and 
licked her stomach, and then worked his way farther down 
her body, on his way to heaven. 

Drew eased her left leg onto his, making more room for 
Dev between her legs. He placed gentle butterfly kisses on 
her thighs, and then inhaled her woman’s fragrance. 

She still shaved her pussy. Dev didn’t have a preference, 
except this way he could see all of her the way he liked to. 
He blew a stream of air on her and grinned when her labia 
quivered. 

He took one moment to look up and meet Drew’s gaze, 
then he took a long look at their very own sleeping beauty. 

Hungry for her, for the taste he’d sampled six months 
before and had dreamed of ever since, he licked her, a long, 


luscious stroke of his tongue, delving between her pussy lips 
and ending over her clit. 

Julia gasped and arched her hips. Dev rubbed his lips 
back and forth across her slit, his tongue spreading moisture 
and gathering the flavor of her. 

“Dev.” 

He looked up and met her sleepy gaze. Saying nothing, 
just staring, he moved her legs until her feet were flat on 
the bed and her knees bent and as far apart as they would 
go. And then he set out to drive her wild. 

His tongue slid along the contours of her slit, long, slow 
strokes that teased, tickled, and tempted her clit to come 
out and play. Her scent—rich, ripe woman, and her flavor— 
pure ambrosia, sailed straight to his cock, making him 
harder than he’d been in a long time. He pursed his lips and 
made a slight humming noise. 

“Oh, God.” Julia squirmed on the bed and under his 
hands. 

“Mm.” He repeated the sound vibrations, then gripped 
her ass, holding her steady, holding her still. He flicked his 
tongue over the tiny nub of her clit, now emerged from its 
little hood, a tiny stiff button of his woman’s pleasure. Each 
time his tongue stroked it, she shivered. 

Drew moved in closer and turned her head toward him. 
He kissed her at the same time he began to caress her 
breasts, and Dev smiled against her pussy, because Julia 
moaned, grabbed for Drew’s head with one hand and his 
cock with the other. 

Dev drank her, sucking in her juices as her body released 
them, then changing the rhythm of his sampling so that he 
rubbed his open mouth across her slit once more. The 
change in motion, he knew, brought her back from the edge 
of her orgasm. 

“Dev! Damn it!” 

Oh, she could be a demanding little thing when she 
wanted to be, and that suited him just fine. He wanted his 


woman to feel free to command and demand, not just to 
submit and beg. 

He felt the tiny shivers that skittered through her. “Close, 
baby doll?” 

“Yes, yes! Give me more. | need more!” Her demand 
came wrapped in a whimper, and he knew her climax hung 
just out of reach, and she was desperate for it. 

Using two fingers, he penetrated her pussy and fucked 
them in and out of her. Spreading them inside her, he 
stroked the tiny little G-spot just up, inside her vagina. Then 
he captured her clit between his lips and sucked it into his 
mouth. 

“Yes! Dev!” 

He felt her tunnel convulse around his fingers as he 
moved them within her faster and firmer. He kept her clit in 
his mouth as the storm took her. As she cried his name, she 
bowed off the bed, her entire body shaking with rapture. 

When the contractions began to slow, he moved up her 
body, swift, sure, and impaled her with his cock, thrusting 
hard and deep, filling her. Her pussy clamped onto his penis, 
her wet heat caressing him with little tremors that felt so 
fucking fantastic he nearly shot his load then and there. 

“This time, we'll come together.” He kissed her, his 
tongue penetrating her mouth, sharing her essence with her 
as he began to pump his cock into her. He surrendered to 
the urge and just took her, sliding his hand under her and 
holding her close so that he could caress her clit with his 
groin as he drove into her again and again and again. 

She wrapped herself around him, but this was no sweet 
Surrender. She took as much as she gave, her own hips 
hitting hard, taking him deep, demanding all he could give 
her, taking him into oblivion. He tore his mouth from hers, 
gulped air, and growled, feeling rough and primitive and 
male. 

“Now, baby doll. Come with me now!” 


Julia screamed as she came, her pussy convulsing tightly 
around his cock. Her inner muscles milked him, claiming his 
seed for her own, as surely as she had already claimed his 
heart for her own. 


Chapter 6 


Julia could definitely get used to this. 

Oh, not just the hot and lusty sex all through the night, 
but also the bantering, the teasing, and the snuggling. Then 
to awaken to the aroma of bacon, toast, and coffee—this, 
she thought, must be heaven. 

Prone, sheet pulled up to her back and with a pillow over 
her head, Julia could smell the breakfast being made 
downstairs. Her stomach growled, reminding her that she 
never did have a chance to eat dinner last night. 

The men had offered to make her a sandwich after their 
last round of lovemaking, but she’d fallen dead asleep 
before she could accept. 

She supposed she should get up, shower, eat, and then... 
what? Those Navy SEALs couldn’t have been serious about 
spending the entire day in bed. They must have been 
teasing. Julia grinned. Still, considering the way they’d taken 
care of her the night before, she could see no reason not to 
spend the day with them. 

The bed dipped, and Julia thought that just maybe the 
shower would wait. She felt the sheet sliding off her. Then a 
man covered her, lying on top of her, his naked cock 
nestling just between the cheeks of her ass. 

She flexed her gluteus maximus, and smiled when that 
action gave the hard male flesh a rippling caress. 

In response, her lover thrust his hips slightly, returning 
the gesture. He said nothing, just leaned over her, burrowed 
under the pillow, and nuzzled her, kissing her neck where it 
joined her shoulder. 

Julia closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. She could 
already distinguish her lovers by their scent. “Mm, good 
morning, Drew.” 

“You knew it was me? I’m impressed, kitten.” 

“Well, | had a fifty-fifty chance of being right.” 


“Minx!” Drew whispered. He shifted and then tickled her. 

Julia squealed and tried to get away from his menacing 
fingers, but of course, he had her well and truly pinned to 
the bed. The more she struggled, the more he tickled, and 
the harder she laughed. 

By the time she called uncle, he’d managed to spread her 
legs under him so that they splayed just a bit wider than 
they had been. 

“So you give?” he asked. 

“Yes! Yes, | give.” Julia sighed, and relaxed on the bed. 

“Good. In that case, l'Il take.” He shifted and his cock 
surged into her in one solid thrust. 

“That feels so good.” It totally amazed her that beyond 
the arousal and sexual thrill and eventual orgasm, just 
having one of these men inside her body felt good. She 
hadn’t been a virgin when she met them. She’d had three 
relationships in her life to that point, but none of those 
lovers had managed to arouse her beyond making her a 
little bit horny. Certainly, none of them had ever given her a 
full, all-consuming, totally out-of-her-control orgasm. 

She’d already come to the conclusion that she couldn’t 
have the kind of sexual experiences she’d heard others talk 
about. And then she’d met these two Navy SEALs. 

“You feel good, kitten. Your cunt is all tight and hot and 
wet around my cock. When I’m inside you, | feel like I’m 
home.” 

He began to fuck her in long, even, steady strokes, 
leaving her no breath to talk, or argue the deeper meaning 
of his words. 

Or so she told herself. 

Now was not a time for discussions. Those would come at 
some nebulous point in the future. Now was for feeling and 
experiencing and pleasure. Julia bent her knees, bringing 
them under her just a little, elevating herself so that her 
pussy no longer rested against the bed. Almost on her 
knees, this change in position worked like a high-voltage 


accelerator, charging her hormones to a fevered state. 
Refusing to think, she focused all she was on the man inside 
her, and using him as her own personal sex toy. She 
squeezed him, and when he inhaled sharply, when he 
grunted and changed his angle to a sharper one and his 
rhythm to a faster one, she smiled and did it again. 

“God, | love how you do that.” Drew slid an arm under her 
and pulled her into his thrusts. 

Julia pushed back against him, working with his motion. 
Her arousal climbed, her desire for completion sharp and 
sweet. She whimpered and used all her energy to try and 
force her climax to come to her. 

Drew shifted and used his fingers to brush against her slit, 
back and forth. He grasped her clit, and just one stroke of 
that nub of flesh made Julia fly apart. The orgasm washed 
over her in a pulsing wave of pleasure, each spasm sexy 
and sensuous, loading her body with tiny atoms of happy. 

Drew’s grunt, the way he held himself solidly inside her 
told her he joined her over the edge of rapture. 

The sensation of his hot seed spurting inside of her made 
her shiver, and gave her another few pulses of bliss. 

Julia grinned when Drew collapsed on top of her. His 
Sweat covered her back, his panting breath bathed her 
neck, and his heat warmed her right to her bones. 

“Thank you.” He kissed her shoulder and sighed. 

“You're welcome, though | really think | should thank you. 
After all, | just laid here and let you do all the work.” 

“PIL let you ride the top next time, kitten.” He kissed her 
shoulder again, and then eased off her, staying close so that 
he stretched out beside her. “Breakfast will be ready in a 
few minutes. Do you want company in the shower?” 

Julia rolled over so she could face him. “I’d love company 
in the shower. It’s always a good idea to conserve our 
natural resources.” 

Drew grinned. “You’re such a forward-thinking woman.” 


Julia appreciated that her lover accommodated her desire 
for a light and playful mood. But she didn’t kid herself that 
this kind of banter would last. 

These two Navy SEALs had already made it clear—to her 
and to a few others in town—that what they wanted with 
her wasn’t a casual dalliance, but a forever kind of love. 

Julia was all for a forever kind of love, in theory. What she 
didn’t want was a forever kind of domination. Just the 
thought of being bossed around for the rest of her life was 
enough to make her want to shave her head and join a 
convent. 

Devon and Drew certainly had shown themselves more 
than adept at behaving like alpha males. They’d all but 
given a Tarzan yell and beat their chests last night when 
they’d brought her to their bed. 

A lifetime of enduring her brothers’ bossy behavior had 
cured her of whatever need she might have had for strong, 
domineering men. And in truth, she’d seen enough 
relationships amongst her cousins and aunts and uncles 
that she knew that wasn’t the way most relationships 
worked in Lusty. 

There may be a few bedroom games played here and 
there involving shackles and submissive feminine murmurs 
of “yes, master.” But those were games only, and not the 
reality. 

What these two macho males needed was a real tour of 
the town, beginning with a walk through the Lusty Historical 
Society’s museum, and ending with meeting some of her 
family. 

After that, whether or not she and the men would be able 
to come to terms would remain to be seen. It would all come 
down, she supposed, to just what their expectations of a 
permanent relationship with her might be like. 


* OK OOK OK 


Dev couldn’t help but grin as he heard the shower go on. 
Earlier, he’d heard Julia’s shrieking laughter and Drew’s 
deeper tones. It pleased him to know the woman he loved 
was as drawn to his best friend as she was to him. 

During those tense few days in Afghanistan, when the two 
of them had been vigilant, waiting for reinforcements or 
death—whichever came first—it was thoughts of Julia, of the 
two of them settling down with her that had kept him sane. 
He’d mapped a plan in his mind of how things were going to 
be, and it satisfied him immensely that they were finally 
moving in the direction that would turn that plan into reality. 

Of course, he knew Julia wasn’t completely sold on the 
fact that he and Drew were her mates. It would take time, 
and constant loving, until she accepted what they already 
understood. The three of them were meant to spend the 
rest of their lives together. 

The sound of footsteps pulled him out of his musings. 
Drew bounded into the kitchen, his hair still damp from his 
shower, and immediately headed toward the cupboard. 

“Julia is calling in to her workplace.” He began to set the 
table. “Since she doesn’t actually begin her new position for 
another two weeks, she’s been just going in and spending 
time with the retiring visitors’ bureau director. Getting a 
sense of what’s been done in the past, and all that the 
position entails.” 

“She’d want to hit the ground running,” Dev said. “She 
likes to have her ducks in a row. And, she’s a real people 
person. She’s very well suited to the field of public 
relations.” 

“She is,” Drew agreed. “When we served on that 
committee with her, that’s what got my attention first off. 
The way she made everyone there, all from different civilian 
agencies, branches of the service, and city departments, 
feel as if they were an integral part of the whole.” 

“What a nice compliment!” 


Julia came into the kitchen looking like a beautiful spring 
day. She went over and kissed Drew. “Thank you for that.” 

“You're welcome—but I just spoke the truth.” 

Then she came over to Dev. “And thank you for making 
breakfast.” She stretched up and gave him a light kiss. 

Hungry for more than just a peck, he picked her up, 
wrapped his arms around her, laid his mouth on hers, and 
sank into her. His tongue tasted her and teased her. He felt 
her nipples harden into tiny little rocks that poked his chest. 
He thought she was the best-tasting breakfast he could ever 
have. 

Dev set her down gently, pleased as hell to see a bit of a 
dazed look in her eyes and a flush on her cheeks. “You're 
welcome, baby doll. Let’s sit down and eat.” 

Julia shook her head once, and then sank into a chair at 
the table. “The two of you scramble my brains.” 

“Good,” Drew said. “Because you sure as hell rattle ours.” 

Dev brought two platters of food out of the oven and set 
them on the table. He’d kept the bacon, sausage, and 
pancakes warm. He’d just finished cooking the eggs, and as 
Drew poured out the coffee and brought over the toast, Dev 
took the lid off the skillet and set it on a hot plate on the 
table. He hoped Julia liked cheese in her scrambled eggs, 
and didn’t mind the absence of hot sauce. 

He sat down and began to dig in. He thought she might 
have made a comment about how much food he’d prepared. 
Both he and Drew tended to eat large breakfasts. Then he 
recalled that she had six brothers. Julia Benedict was likely 
used to banquet-sized meals. 

“I thought that after breakfast, you could show us some 
more of your town,” Dev said. “We haven’t actually seen 
much of it.” 

Julia smiled at him as if he’d done something wonderful 
for her. “That was my idea, too,” she said. “I don’t know how 
much you know of our history. We have a very unique one.” 


“I have to confess that we know next to nothing about it,” 
Dev admitted. “The only thing we understood early on was 
that the kind of family we’d like to make with you isn’t 
unusual here in Lusty.” 

“When we discovered that,” Drew said, “we knew this was 
where we had to be.” 

“Especially,” Dev said, “because you were here.” 

Julia tilted her head to the side. In her eyes he could see 
hesitation. He knew she would likely resist thinking in terms 
of a permanent relationship so soon. He was pretty certain 
he understood what was holding her back. 

It wasn’t that she didn’t love them. He knew she did, even 
if she didn’t understand that herself, or even if she knew but 
refused to admit it. 

A woman who'd only had three serious relationships by 
the age of twenty-eight—which was how old she’d been 
when they’d met her—would never have been able to give 
herself to them so freely if she didn’t love them. 

Dev believed that what held her back was the fact that he 
and Drew were both very strong men, not the least bit shy 
when it came to making their desires known. 

They just had to prove to her that being strong, 
demanding men did not mean they would run roughshod 
over her or treat her with anything but loving respect. 

They didn’t want a doormat. They wanted a wife, and a 
mother for their children. 

“After we eat, and the dishes are done, we'll head on over 
to the museum. We’re all very proud of our heritage here in 
Lusty.” 

“The town was founded by Benedicts?” Drew asked. 

Julia’s entire face lit up. “Actually, it was founded by two 
families—the Benedicts, that would be Sarah Benedict and 
her husbands, Caleb and Joshua—and the Jessop-Kendalls, 
created when Amanda Dupree, Sarah’s cousin, married two 
men who were already a couple, and in love with each other 
—Adam Kendall and Warren Jessop. It is a fascinating story.” 


“The town of Lusty was founded in the 1880s by two 
ménage families?” Drew’s eyebrows had shot up. 

Julia grinned. “We like to say that our townspeople have 
earned the name, time and time again, ever since.” 

Dev chuckled. “I was under the impression that living 
‘alternative lifestyles’ was an invention of the new 
millennium.” 

“Oh, not at all. Someday you should sit down and do an 
Internet search. There are several well-documented and 
famous examples of ménage relationships throughout 
history.” 

“Now I’m intrigued,” Drew said. 

Dev felt the same way. Of course, what Julia had just said 
went a long way toward explaining that interesting first 
meeting they’d had back in New York with her grandmother, 
Kate Benedict. 

“Then,” Julia said, “after we finish with the museum, I'll 
take you to meet my best friend, who happens to be the 
sous-chef at the restaurant in town.” Julia chuckled. “We’re 
kind of a tight-knit community. You just might get to meet a 
whole lot of cousins—Benedicts, Jessops, and Kendalls, 
including the sheriff.” She leaned forward. “I’ve always been 
one of his favorite cousins.” 

“Good. We'd like to meet as many members of your 
family as possible,” Drew said. 

“What about your brothers, sweetheart? Will they likely 
show up at the restaurant to check us out, too?” 

“No, thank goodness! Fortunately, they’re in Houston. 
They left New York not long after | did. They’ve decided to 
move the headquarters of Benedict International from New 
York back to Texas.” 

“That’s too bad. | was particularly looking forward to 
meeting them.” 

“Well, if you don’t mind, I’d just as soon put that off for as 
long as possible.” Her brow furrowed, and he wanted to 
Smooth out the worry lines with his lips. “My brothers—all 


six of them, but especially the triplets—can be really nosy 
and intrusive when they put their minds to it. The last thing 
you want, believe me, is to have them give you a hard 
time.” 

Dev flicked a quick glance at Drew, who responded by 
grinning. Julia might be dreading the usual interference and 
high-handedness of her siblings because she was afraid 
they’d try to make things uncomfortable for them. 

Dev knew that in this, as in most things, he and Drew 
were on the same page. Julia’s brothers were welcome to try 
and make things difficult for them. In fact, he sincerely 
hoped they would. 

The sooner they found out Julia now had two completely 
devoted champions, the better. 


Chapter 7 


“This is one of my favorite photographs.” Julia stood aside 
so both Devon and Drew could get a good look at the sepia- 
colored print. 

She would point out to them, when they went to the Big 
House later, the very spot where this picture had been 
taken. The family still used the side lawn for picnics, 
although these days it was a much larger group that would 
gather there for such events. 

In this photo, that had been digitally reproduced, 
enlarged, and enhanced, were the founding families of 
Lusty, Texas. Sarah Benedict, seated in a rocking chair, 
looked serenely happy holding her twin sons, Charles and 
Samuel. Behind her, appearing smugly proud and totally 
smitten, were Sarah’s two husbands, Caleb and Joshua. At 
the other end of the grouping, Amanda Jessop-Kendall, also 
reclining in a rocker, obviously pregnant and smiling, was 
flanked by her husbands, Adam and Warren. The men had 
one hand each on her shoulders, in a touch that Julia had 
always thought instinctive and unconscious. The love 
between the three of them was palpable. 

This particular occasion had been a Fourth of July picnic, 
Julia knew, and was one of the times the families had 
entertained a couple of very good friends who, even in their 
day, had been rather well known. 

“Holy hell, is that Bat Masterson and Wyatt Earp?” Dev 
looked over at her. 

“It is. That Adam Kendall was a Texas Ranger, and both 
Caleb and Joshua Benedict had served as US Marshals more 
than a time or two. Somewhere along the way, they met 
and became good friends with the famous lawmen. | also 
know from reading Sarah’s journal that Bat Masterson 
played an integral role in protecting her from a would-be 
assassin, in Denison, Texas.” 


“Huh. So these Benedicts are what—your great-great- 
grandparents?” Drew’s brow was furrowed, and julia 
grinned. She knew he was trying to figure out the family 
tree. It usually took newcomers quite a while to get all the 
connections. 

“Actually, they’re all six of them my great-great- 
grandparents, because Sarah’s daughter Chelsea married 
Amanda’s sons, Jeremy Kendall and Dalton Jessop.” 

“So that’s how it is that everyone in town is your cousin!” 
Drew looked as if he’d solved a great mystery. 

“My only first cousins in town are Benedicts. The rest are 
fourth or fifth cousins, several times removed. Then too, 
later that same generation and the next, there were more 
marriages between both Jessop-Kendalls and Benedicts and 
the children of their friends, the Parker-Joneses. And of 
course, the children of the man and woman who comprised 
Sarah’s household staff—Rita and José Mendez—settled in 
Lusty, and thus we have Mendez, and Sanchez cousins as 
well.” 

“Don’t forget that nice Peter Alvarez who came home to 
us just a couple of months back. He’s marrying Jordan 
Kendall and Tracy Jessop, so that’s a triple connection right 
there!” 

Sarah turned at the sound of the soft, feminine voice. “Hi, 
Aunt Anna.” She went over and gave her aunt a hug and 
kissed her cheek. 

“Hello, dear. | see you’ve brought your men around for a 
visit.” 

Sarah introduced the men and then just stood back and 
watched the tough Navy SEALs with her even tougher aunt. 

“You were both raised in Pennsylvania,” Anna Jessop said 
to the men. “But you”—she smiled at Dev—“you were born 
in the South. Georgia, | believe.” 

“Ah...yes, ma’am. My parents moved us from Atlanta to 
Hazleton when | was seven.” Dev shot a glance at Julia. She 
just smiled at him. 


“Kate told me you both served on the same SEAL team for 
a number of years, and now you’ve moved on to the next 
phase of your careers. You're teaching what you've learned 
to young recruits over at Goodfellow.” 

“We are,” Drew said. 

“Well thank you both for your service to our country. We 
all owe everything to those of you who have the courage to 
stand in harm’s way.” 

“Oh, well—” Dev looked sweetly flustered. Drew actually 
blushed. 

“Of course, you won’t be in the Navy for the rest of your 
lives,” Anna Jessop said. “Have you given any thought as to 
what you'll do after? Men, in my experience, need to keep 
busy. Just look at Julia’s uncles, Caleb and Jonathan. They 
thought they’d retire and help Bernice out with the running 
of the household. ” Anna made a kind of a snorting sound 
that left no one in any doubt as to what her opinion was of 
that idea. 

“Um, | take it retirement didn’t work out well for them, 
ma’am?” Drew ventured. 

“No, indeed it certainly did not. So they’ve opened their 
own private investigation agency. They’ve got their office 
right out there at the airfield, next to Morgan, Henry, and 
Tamara’s charter air service.” Anna nodded her head. “Mark 
my words, everyone is happier when the men in the family 
are kept busy.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” Both men responded at the same time. 

“So you best be thinking about what it is you’ll be doing 
when the time comes to leave the dress whites behind. It’s 
never too early to begin planning for the future, you know.” 

“You're absolutely right, Mrs. Jessop,” Dev said. 

Anna Jessop nodded, clearly satisfied with that response. 
“Now, if you’ll excuse me, l'Il leave you to look around.” She 
turned her beaming, elfin-like smile on Julia. “I'll be in the 
office if you need anything, dear.” 


Anna trundled off toward the back corner of the museum. 
She usually sat at the small desk just outside of the actual 
office. She liked to be available for any of the family and the 
odd stranger who might wander in. 

“She looks like Mrs. Santa Claus,” Drew whispered. 

“Hmm, but she conducted that ‘interview’ better than 
Admiral Marston.” Devon looked over at Julia. “Enjoyed that, 
did you?” 

“Oh, | love my Aunt Anna, and tend to enjoy any time | 
get to spend with her.” Then she leaned closer. “Anna Jessop 
is our secret weapon.” 

“She’s a very effective secret weapon. And you're a 
Smart-ass.” Dev softened the comment with a small but 
sweet kiss. “Show us the rest of your heritage.” 

Julia hadn’t had many opportunities in the past to play 
tour guide here at the museum. Though she couldn’t count 
the number of times that she’d visited herself, rarely had 
she brought anyone along who hadn't been born and raised 
in Lusty. 

She showed Dev and Drew pictures of the Big House, 
taken shortly after Sarah, Caleb, and Joshua had moved in, 
and told the tale of how her Benedict great-greats had 
gotten together in the first place. 

It was a story she’d heard all her life and never tired of, a 
story of passion and high adventure. Her great-great- 
grandmother had been more or less sold into marriage by 
her father to a man whose heart, it turned out, had been as 
black as sin. The deceitful groom assumed the gunslingers 
he hired to be no-accounts—men who wouldn't risk 
themselves when the shooting started—to escort his bride 
from Chicago, across Indian Territory to Texas. Instead, 
Caleb and Joshua Benedict had proved to be his undoing. 
Intent upon murdering his bride, Tyrone Maddox had himself 
been gunned down by Joshua, who’d drawn his gun in 
defense of Warren Jessop. 


“She ended up inheriting not only the bequest left her by 
her grandfather, but because Maddox had been so thorough 
in his ruse of marrying her as to make her his sole 
beneficiary, she inherited his entire fortune, too.” 

“Good. What kind of a bastard marries a young woman 
just to murder her and inherit her estate?” Dev’s moral 
outrage was obvious. Drew appeared equally incensed. 

Julia nodded. Theirs was a common reaction to the horrific 
tale. “As it turned out, Maddox was cash poor, but land rich. 
And the land he’d amassed in the last year of his life he did 
so on speculation of it being worth something in the not too 
distant future. He’d gotten wind, apparently, of a new 
commodity about to become even more valuable than 
gold.” 

Dev tilted his head to the side slightly. “Oil?” 

Julia smiled. “Yes, indeed. Sarah wrote in her journal that 
neither she nor any of the men—Benedict, Kendall or Jessop 
—thought much would come of it, but they decided to hang 
on to the land, anyway, just in case.” 

“Wise decision,” Drew said. 

Julia grinned. “We all certainly think so.” 

She showed them the other photos and artifacts the 
museum currently had on display. The families still had 
Adam’s Texas Ranger badge, and one of his Colts. There was 
a sign, “Jessop-Kendall Investigations,” which had adorned 
the business Amanda and Warren had opened in Waco. 

A trio of gold coins caught the SEALs attention, and had 
them bending over the case trying to get a better look. 

“Recovered from some pirate ship?” Dev asked when he 
straightened. 

“In Texas?” Julia laughed. “No, not a pirate ship. Those 
coins were minted in 1854.” 

“Those are Liberty Head gold dollar coins,” Drew said. 

“They are. You know coins?” 

“Some,” he said. “One of my foster fathers—a professor— 
had a collection of coins and liked to try and instill an 


A 


appreciation for collecting in me. Hmm, 1854...” Drew 
straightened and looked at Julia. “That was the first gold 
dollar Congress ever commissioned.” 

“Is that why they're here? But no...Lusty wasn’t founded 
until 1881.” Dev looked at Drew, who merely shrugged his 
shoulders. 

“Those three coins are from a stash of gold discovered by 
the Jessop-Kendalls on their trek into Indian Territory in 1880 
—the reason, in fact, that Amanda Dupree ventured from 
Richmond, Virginia, to Waco, Texas, in the first place.” 

“Stash of gold? That’s an odd way of putting it,” Drew 
said. “Do you mean, she came West on a treasure hunt?” 

Julia kept smiling at him until he shrugged. “What, they 
discovered the lost Confederate gold or something?” 

“That was just a myth,” Dev said. “The so-called lost 
Confederate gold was actually stolen at the end of the war 
by the politicians of the day, proof that nothing much has 
changed in a century or more.” 

“If you say so,” Julia replied. She never argued a point 
when she knew she was right. Her refusal to do so now 
made Dev and Drew both look back at those pieces of gold. 

Julia stepped over to one of the last photos in the 
museum, set on the wall not far from the exit. It showed the 
Benedicts and the Jessop-Kendalls sitting around the table in 
the dining room at the Big House. In the middle of the table 
was a document...the same document that had been 
preserved under glass in a cabinet and was now on display 
below the photo. 

“This picture was taken after the fact, but it 
commemorates the signing of the town charter, and the first 
meeting of the Lusty Town Trust. In those days, it only 
comprised the six of them. But as time went on, every 
member of the families, upon adulthood, became a member 
of the Trust. Today, we only meet once a year en masse— 
that would be in October, to commemorate our version of 
Founders Day.” 


“The Town Trust?” Dev asked. “I saw it mentioned in the 
lease we signed for the house. | thought it was the name of 
the rental agency.” 

“Well, in a way. You see, Warren Jessop set up a legal 
covenant—a trust, into which was donated large parcels of 
land out of the tracts that both the Benedicts and the 
Jessop-Kendalls owned. On this land they established the 
town of Lusty. Income from the land is divided between the 
central coffer and the individual members. We each have 
our own inheritances, trust funds set out for us when we’re 
born. But the /and is owned by the entity that Warren Jessop 
set up. We can do a lot of things, but we can’t sell any 
land.” 

“That was very clever of him,” Drew said. 

“Yes, it was. In the 1880s it guaranteed that no one could 
move in, take over, and hold witch hunts. Towns had more 
autonomy then than they do now. And basically, as it turned 
out, the families were blessed. Even though the good people 
of Waco had heard of a town out here, for many years, no 
one paid it any mind. That allowed the people of Lusty to 
live—and love—as they chose.” 

They’d managed to spend nearly two hours in the 
museum. Julia blinked in the late morning sun when they 
finally emerged from the small building. 

On the sidewalk, they were greeted by a few passersby, 
all of whom offered both Dev and Drew sincere smiles. 
“Where to next, madam tour guide?” Dev reached for her 
right hand, brought it to his lips, and kissed it. Drew 
repeated the gesture with her left hand. 

Julia never realized she liked those sorts of little gestures 
until now. 

“How about we go grab a cup of coffee at the best 
restaurant in town?” 

Drew looked up and down Main Street. “I think it’s the 
only restaurant in town,” he said. 

“Well, it is, but it’s also the best.” 


“It certainly has a catchy name. Lusty Appetites,” Dev 
said. 

Julia laughed. They walked at a leisurely pace, which 
suited her just fine. “I’m told Kelsey came up with that name 
before she understood what kind of a community she’d 
moved into.” 

“She’s the chef married to your cousins Matthew and 
Steven,” Drew said. 

“I think you’re trying to memorize all the family 
connections,” she teased him. 

“| have a chart.” 

Since he’d said that very seriously, she believed him. “I'd 
be happy to help you with that chart.” 

Drew grinned. “I want to see if | can do it on my own, first. 
That way l'Il learn it better.” 

Stepping inside the restaurant was always such a treat. 
Julia closed her eyes and inhaled deeply and let the myriad 
aromas of good cooking tease her senses. /t always smells 
so damn good in here. If she wasn’t hungry when she 
opened the door, she sure was within minutes of entering 
the place, nearly every time. 

“Smells good in here,” Dev said. “I wasn’t hungry, but 
now...” 

It wasn’t noon yet, so the dining room was only about a 
third full. Ginny Rose looked up from the table she was 
clearing when they entered. Her gaze went from Julia to the 
two men, and then back to Julia. Her eyes widened, and Julia 
figured Tracy must have told her about her “men problem.” 

“Hey, Ginny,” Julia greeted. 

“Hey there, Julia. How are you today?” 

Julia bit back the smart-ass answer that immediately 
sprang to mind. After a full night of one outstanding orgasm 
after another, she felt way better than fine. However, in the 
month or so that she’d known Ginny Rose, she’d come to 
appreciate that the other woman was different than most of 
the women she knew. A bit shy—especially around her 


cousins Adam and Jake Kendall—and almost fragile, Ginny 
had impressed her with her hard work, her respect for 
Grandma Kate, and her absolute devotion to her son, Benny. 

“I’m great, thanks. We were only coming in for coffee, but 
| think now we're going to eat.” 

Ginny smiled. “Kelsey’s and Tracy’s cooking has that 
effect on just about everyone. Those that don’t cotton to the 
meat and gravy aromas sure do go for the pastry and cake 
ones.” 

Julia introduced the men to Ginny, who greeted them 
shyly but readily offered her hand. “Y’all just sit wherever 
you like. l'Il bring you menus in a bit.” 

Ginny disappeared into the kitchen. Julia led the men over 
to a nice round table near the back from the door but within 
sight of the large picture window. If they wondered why 
she’d chosen a table for six instead of one of the several 
empty ones for four, they said nothing. 

Julia knew her town and her family. She wondered just 
how many of people would “happen by” in the next half 
hour or so. 

The first one, of course, came sailing out of the kitchen, a 
tray in her hands. Julia was not one bit surprised to see four 
glasses of sweet tea on the tray Tracy Jessop carried. 

Tracy set a glass in front of each of them, then took the 
last one in hand and sat in the middle one of the three 
empty chairs. Her raised eyebrow told Julia she noticed the 
men had tucked her in between them. Julia knew the sight 
wasn’t an unfamiliar one, because that was how most men 
in Lusty tended to seat their women. 

“So you're my sister’s....neighbors.” Tracy looked from 
one to the other of them, her smile wide. 

“Our families tended to have more sons than daughters,” 
Julia said to Dev and Drew, “and Tracy and | adopted each 
other years ago.” To Tracy she said, “This is Dev, and this is 
Drew, and as you can see, | did return their call.” 


Drew tilted his head to the side. “Are you the Tracy who’s 
engaged to Jordan Kendall and Peter Alvarez?” 

Tracy smiled. “I am. If you spend too much time trying to 
figure out everyone’s connection to everyone else, it’s going 
to give you a massive headache.” 

“I’m doing all right so far. But I’m definitely going to need 
another whiteboard.” Then he looked at Julia. “Who’s Ginny 
married to?” 

“No one, yet,” she said. 

“But my future brothers-in-law are working on the 
situation,” Tracy said. 

Ginny came out of the kitchen, with a basket of bread, 
and a plate of butter. It seemed to Julia that she held Tracy’s 
gaze in an odd sort of way as she set those items on the 
table. When Julia tilted her head and looked at her friend, 
Tracy just smiled. 

Julia was familiar enough with that smile to be 
forewarned. She kept part of her attention on the sidewalk 
outside, wondering who would make their appearance first. 

“If you’re determined on figuring out the family trees,” 
Tracy said, “Aunt Anna has a large chart at the museum.” 

Julia nodded. “When you unfold it completely it takes up 
about five square feet.” 

Drew chuckled. “I can believe that.” 

Tracy set down her glass of tea. “So, tell me, gentlemen, 
what do you think of our little town so far?” 

“We like it,” Dev said. He picked up Julia’s hand and 
placed it on his lap. “Every business seems to be thriving, 
and everyone we've met has been warm and welcoming.” 

“I like the sense of community,” Drew said. 

“Neither of us has lived in an actual small town before,” 
Dev said. “We find the sense of community and that 
welcome suits us perfectly.” 

“We really are a close-knit town,” Tracy said. “We look out 
for one another. A/ways.” 


“That’s good to know,” Dev said. “And quite frankly, one 
of the aspects of small-town living we were hoping to find 
here.” 

Ginny brought cutlery over to the table. “Kelsey said 
you're having the lunch special, on the house.” She 
efficiently set the table. “Today that would be smothered 
and covered roast beef sandwiches with fries on the side, 
and a bit of slaw if you like.” 

“Smothered with onions and covered in gravy?” Drew 
asked. 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Just Drew, Ginny.” 

Ginny nodded, then turned, likely to see to her other 
customers. The way she stopped in her tracks, and blushed, 
made Julia look out the window to see what had caught her 
attention. 

The door to the restaurant opened, and in walked two 
men with definite attitude. Julia wanted to smirk at the 
sight. The sheriff of Lusty, Texas, wore a pair of aviator 
Shades that just did something for him—making him look 
lean and mean and more dangerous than usual. Special 
Agent Peter Alvarez, DEA, used a much more direct method 
to portray that aura of whoop-ass. He sported his big, black 
scary-looking Sig Sauer .38-caliber service weapon in his 
shoulder holster, and no suit jacket to disguise the fact. 

The men sauntered over, taking the chairs on either side 
of Tracy. Adam eased himself down in a manner that would 
have made Keanu Reeves proud. Peter picked up his chair, 
spun it around, and sat down straddling it. 

Julia looked at Tracy and realized she wasn’t the only one 
trying not to laugh. 

Sheriff Kendall looked from one to the other of the buff 
SEALs. Each man likely outweighed him and could out-bench 
press him, but that fact didn’t even appear to register with 
the man. “Gentlemen,” he said, “you're new in town.” 


Julia reached over and patted Adam’s hand. “Adam, this is 
Lieutenant Commander Devon Wakefield and Lieutenant 
Commander Andrew James, United States Navy. They’re 
renting the house—” Julia stopped talking because Adam 
took his sunglasses off and gave her a look that somehow 
made her shut her mouth. 

“Julia? Hush, honey.” Then he turned his attention back to 
Dev and Drew. “I’m Sheriff Adam Kendall, and this is Special 
Agent Peter Alvarez of the Drug Enforcement 
Administration. Do you gentlemen have any identification?” 
he asked. 

Adam’s voice sounded deep and menacing. Julia knew 
she looked shocked, because, quite frankly, she was. 

“Certainly, Sheriff.” Dev’s voice sounded pleasant, but 
she was instantly on alert. 

Julia could actually see the sense of watchfulness that 
came over both Dev and Drew. The transformation 
astounded her. Neither man looked at her. They each took 
out their wallets and offered their military credentials. 

“Do you usually ask newcomers for identification?” Drew 
asked. 

“Only when they go around town impersonating the 
fiancés of local heiresses.” 

Peter’s grin twitched. He turned to look at Adam. “You 
asked me for my ID and that was before | even met your 
brother or Tracy.” 

Adam looked at Peter. He, too, was having trouble 
keeping a straight face. “Yes, but Aunt Anna said you looked 
dangerous—and she’s very observant.” 

Peter shrugged. “I am dangerous.” 

“So are we.” Dev’s assertion sounded quiet and, to Julia’s 
ears, deadly. 

Adam finally turned to Julia. “I take it the fact that you’re 
here with them means they weren’t impersonating your 
fiancés?” 

“That’s right.” 


“We'll see.” 

The SEALs spoke at the same time she had. Julia just 
Shook her head and smiled. “Let’s just say we're in 
negotiations, of a sort.” 

“That’s not what you said in the middle of the night, baby 
doll.” 

Dev looked entirely too smug for her tastes. “Hmm, if I’ve 
suddenly developed the habit of talking in my sleep, I'll 
have to make sure | sleep alone from now on. That way | can 
avoid any embarrassing ‘misspeaks.’” 

Adam grinned and offered each of the SEALs, in turn, his 
hand. “Good luck with this one,” he said. 

Devon exhaled as if relieved that Adam had relented his 
“bad cop” routine. Julia was wondering if he wasn’t actually 
relieved he wouldn’t have to fight one of her favorite 
cousins. 

Then Adam’s words penetrated. “Hey, you’re supposed to 
be on my side!” 

Adam raised one eyebrow. “Who says I’m not?” 

Julia opened her mouth to answer, and then snapped it 
shut again. She felt her temper begin to stir and wondered if 
today was going to be the day she finally committed 
murder. Walking along the sidewalk, looking handsome, and 
arrogant, and heading for Lusty Appetites was the scourge 
of her existence, her triple-pains-in-the-ass brothers. 


Chapter 8 


Drew didn’t need an introduction to know who'd just 
walked into Lusty Appetites. To begin with, the three men 
Shared a familial resemblance with Julia that was 
unmistakable. On top of that, there were three of them, and 
they looked like brothers. 

Of a similar height and build, two of the men were blonds, 
one was a brunet. All three of them wore their hair long 
enough to brush their collars. 

The only things Drew knew about the triplets was that 
they’d been born five years before his woman, and they had 
a habit of running roughshod over her, trying to control her 
life. 

“Well, hell, there goes the neighborhood,” Julia said. 

Although her tone held a touch of humor, Drew 
understood she really wasn’t pleased her brothers had 
shown up. 

“Hey, squirt,” one of the blonds said, “why don’t you go 
freshen up or something while Trey, Kev, and | get to know 
your friends, here?” 

“Richard, why don’t you take a chair over there in the 
corner”—Julia pointed to the back corner of the restaurant 
—“and wait for your personality to show up?” 

Adam Kendall and Tracy both sighed. “As you’ve probably 
guessed, these three fine young men are Julia’s oldest 
brothers,” Adam said. 

“Richard and Julia have always shot sparks off each 
other,” Tracy agreed. “Of course, in my unbiased opinion, 
Richard does seem to be in need of an attitude adjustment 
when it comes to women in general, and his sister in 
particular.” 

“Listen, pipsqueak, that’s enough cheek out of you,” that 
same man—presumably Richard—said. He pointed his finger 


at her and took a step forward in what could be construed to 
be a menacing manner. 

Since Peter was sitting right next to Tracy, Drew made a 
mental note that Richard didn’t appear to be very bright. 

“Careful, there, Richard.” Peter Alvarez shifted in his seat 
just slightly, aligning himself closer to his woman and 
making sure the brothers Benedict all saw that he was 
armed. “If you keep maligning my woman you'll force me, 
as an officer of the law, to rescue you when she decides to 
beat the tar out of you.” Peter’s assessment earned him a 
smile from Tracy. 

The darker-haired man stepped forward, a look of strained 
patience on his face. “I’m Trevor, but everyone calls me 
Trey. This is Kevin, and the one with his foot in his mouth is 
Richard—but we call him Rick.” 

“That’s not what / call him,” Julia said brightly. “Although 
my pet name for him does rhyme with Rick.” 

Drew covered his mouth with his hand and tried to wipe 
the smile off his face. Since he didn’t really know the men, 
and they were Jjulia’s brothers, he thought it best not to 
make a bad first impression by laughing at them. 

Adam Kendall had no such problem. “That was a good 
one, Jules. But | think the two of you should declare a cease- 
fire. I’m sure Kelsey doesn’t want her restaurant to be 
trashed as the result of a brawl.” 

Julia grinned. “If it ever did come to blows between us, I’d 
win. So sure, we can have a truce. | got in two good zingers, 
so I’m content.” 

Drew looked over at Dev. His best friend was trying not to 
laugh, too, so he took the initiative and offered his hand to 
Trey. “Hi. I’m Drew James. This is Dev Wakefield.” 

“We heard Julia had gotten herself engaged. Of course, 
we were concerned, because she hadn’t introduced her 
fiancés to us before making the announcement here in 
town.” Richard stood with his arms folded in front of his 
chest, a frown on his face, and his gaze riveted on his sister. 


Maybe he’s not stupid. Maybe he’s just stubborn. That 
wouldn’t surprise Drew one bit, since he had noticed that 
Julia possessed more than a bit of that trait, herself. 

“From the time | first noticed boys and flirted with poor 
little Joey Parker when | was seven, the three of you have 
been standing by with the tar and feathers at the ready, just 
waiting to use them,” Julia said. “Except, of course, for the 
one time | needed you to—which, strangely enough, you 
weren't because you’d set me up in the first place. So there 
is really no reason for you to expect that | would ever come 
running to you for you to vet or approve of any of my 
lovers.” 

Richard Benedict didn’t even look repentant. “Clarence 
Conrad was a mistake. We've apologized for that 
unfortunate incident. Why can’t you just let it go?” 

“Do you have any idea the dangerous situation you put 
your sister in because you thought you knew what was good 
for her?” 

Drew heard the danger in Dev’s tone. What surprised him 
was that the other men at the table did, too. 

“Hell. What did the three of you do this time?” Adam's 
choice of words told Drew that butting into their sister’s life 
unwisely was something the Benedicts had done before. The 
only difference was that this time the consequences could 
have been tragic. 

“We introduced her to a guy we thought would be a good 
match for her, then told her we forbade her to see him,” 
Trey answered easily. “We knew that would make her accept 
when he asked her out. Unfortunately, we didn’t realize at 
the time that the man was a scumbag. So in hindsight, it 
was not one of our better moves.” 

“There are times when I think you three are even more 
clueless when it comes to women than the geek boys are,” 
Adam said. 

Julia laughed. “Hey, that’s not any kind of a close contest. 
Not even my cousins Alex and Joshua would have pulled the 


kind of a stunt with their sister these three pulled with me.” 

Tracy said, “Um, actually, they did kind of try to pull that 
kind of stunt with Susan, only in reverse. That’s how she 
met her two wildcatters.” 

“Look, we screwed up,” Kev said. “No question about it. 
And while you don’t know it, Julia, and probably don’t 
believe it, we’ve kicked our own asses over our stupidity. 
But that doesn’t mean we've forfeited our responsibility 
where you're concerned, baby sister.” 

“You can’t forfeit what was never actually yours to begin 
with,” Drew said. 

“For one thing,” Dev said, “/f Julia needs anyone watching 
over her or taking her part, that’s going to be us from now 
on.” 

“And for another thing,” Drew said, “Julia’s a grown 
woman and more than capable of taking care of herself. She 
got herself out of the mess you landed her into, didn’t she?” 

Richard didn’t appear to be willing to back off. “I figured 
the stories of pending fiancés were just some sort of a red 
herring,” Richard said. “Because apparently the ‘rents don’t 
know about them, either. Are you telling me you're actually 
engaged to these two?” 

Julia grinned. “Before | answer that question, tell me, 
brother mine, what did Mom say to you when you asked 
here” 

Trey said, “She told him that he should mind his own 
business.” 

“Mom's always so wise,” Julia said. 

The Benedict brothers ignored Julia’s suggestion that the 
table was too full for them to sit. They simply brought chairs 
over from another table and squeezed themselves in around 
Adam and Tracy. 

“I have to get back to work,” Tracy said. She leaned over 
and kissed Peter. “Please stay. Your gun may be required to 
enforce the peace.” 


When she stood, so did Drew and Dev. Their reward for 
the courtesy was a smile of appreciation, and an invitation. 
“Maybe tomorrow we'll have a cookout,” she said. “I'll give 
Julia a call once | talk to Jordan.” 

“That would be great,” Drew said. 

“We'll look forward to it,” Dev said. 

Ginny Rose came out of the kitchen carrying a large tray 
loaded down with plates of food. She set one in front of him, 
and all Drew could do was inhale. The large roll was heaped 
high with roast beef, and the aroma of the gravy and the 
onions made his stomach growl. 

“God, that smells good. Thank you.” He smiled at her, and 
immediately became aware of Adam’s intense stare. 

“You're welcome.” She set plates before Julia and Dev. 

Drew caught her blush when she looked at Adam. Not 
usually that aware of nuances, he certainly realized there 
were vibes of some sort traveling between the shy waitress 
and Lusty’s sheriff. He met that man’s gaze, hoping Adam 
realized he had no interest in Ginny Rose at all. 

“Why don’t y’all bring that other table over, instead of 
trying to crowd out those wanting to eat their lunch?” 

Ginny’s question, directed at the Benedict brothers, 
raised Adam’s eyebrow. 

“Yes'm,” Kevin and Trey said, and immediately got up to 
do as she asked. By moving the smaller table over, they had 
to change the way their chairs were situated. The result did 
indeed give everyone more room, and moved the Benedicts 
further away from their sister. 

“Anyone else ordering lunch, or are y’all just here to 
cause trouble?” 

Adam’s eyes seemed alight with merriment as the three 
Benedicts quickly ordered lunch. Since they didn’t even 
have a single menu between them, they each asked for a 
hamburger and fries. Neither Adam nor Peter ordered 
anything, and Ginny, with a smart nod of her head, returned 
to the kitchen. 


“I still haven’t received a straight answer as to whether or 
not Julia is engaged to the two of you.” Richard had 
obviously tired of trying to get an answer from his sister. 
“How do | know you’re even really interested in her, and not 
her money? How do any of us know we can trust you? You 
haven't had the decency to introduce yourselves to us or 
our parents.” 

Julia tensed beside him. Later, when they were alone 
tonight, he’d tell her how he believed Richard wasn’t 
purposefully goading her. He really was, just as Adam had 
said, totally clueless. But for the right now, Richard needed 
to be put down, and put down in such a way that he would 
stop baiting Drew’s woman. 

“Did you know that your grandmother is our landlady?” 
Dev set down his fork and sat back, his gaze focused on 
Richard. 

Drew smiled. It never ceased to amaze him that, at 
important moments, he and his best friend were on the 
exact same page. “And | believe she obviously not only 
trusts us but likes us,” Drew said, “as she brought us some 
of your Aunt Bernice’s homemade bread yesterday before 
heading off to Houston.” 

Drew believed that between them, he and Dev had come 
up with a line of reasoning that Rick Benedict couldn’t 
possibly argue against. 

How could he not be satisfied with that answer? In the 
last few days, Drew and Dev had discovered that Kate 
Benedict was considered by almost everyone in Lusty to be 
the matriarch of the families. 

He didn’t think they could possibly have said anything to 
increase the tension between brother and sister. As it turned 
out, he was wrong. 

“Oh,” Rick said. “Grandma chose the two of you for Julia. 
Good, then.” He looked at his sister. “I was hoping she 


would find some mates for you.” 
x KOK XK 


Julia knew she’d met and taken on these two SEALs 
without any help from Grandma Kate. She knew that. And 
yet there’d been enough whispers and speculation about 
the “matchmaking bug” that everyone seemed to think 
Grandma had. So despite all logic, little seeds of doubt 
began to sprout in Julia’s mind. 

She didn’t like having doubts, and she especially didn’t 
like the fact that her pain-in-the-ass of a brother had given 
them to her. She felt her temper stirring all over again. No 
one could push her buttons the way Rick could. 

Julia set her fork down, sat back in her chair, and sent 
Richard a stare that felt lethal because, quite simply, it was. 

Before she could open her mouth, Adam said, “Personally, 
I'd be inclined to rule it ‘death by misadventure.’” Then he 
skewered Richard with as serious a stare as she’d ever seen 
on him. “If you open your mouth and say one more thing to 
your sister, I’m going to arrest you.” 

“What are you pissed about?” Rick asked him. “I don’t get 
it.” 

“That,” Adam said, “is clear to everyone.” 

Peter sat forward. “Despite Tracy asking me to stay, | do 
have to get going. Julia, can you walk me out? I’m planning 
the honeymoon trip, and | need to ask you something about 
both of my fiancées’ preferences.” He looked at Drew and 
Dev. “If you don’t mind?” 

Dev ran a hand down Julia’s back. Just that much of a 
touch eased her tension and steadied her. 

“No, of course not,” Dev said. 

Julia tilted her head to one side and wondered if Peter was 
just removing her from the front lines so the men could 
speak to her brother without her being there. 

Richard Benedict made a hell of a savvy businessman but 
One piss-poor brother. So if that was what he was doing, 
then fine. She didn’t mind getting help from her lovers in 
dealing with Richard’s stubbornness. 


Then again, it could very well be that Peter really just 
needed her advice. Who else would he ask? She pulled her 
thoughts back to the present, and Peter’s request. “Of 
course.” She looked down at her half-full plate. Her appetite 
had vanished. Thank you, brother mine. 

“PIL be right back.” She got to her feet, and when Dev and 
Drew both stood with her, she kissed each of them in turn. 

Outside, Peter donned his sunglasses against the bight 
midday sun. 

“Nice job trying to intimidate the SEALs,” she said. 
“Except | don’t think they intimidate very easily.” 

Peter laughed. Then he slipped his arm around her 
Shoulders. “No, | don’t think so, either. But we had to give it 
a try. My car’s just down by the sheriff's office. Walk with 
me, please.” 

“Was that the plan regardless of whether or not | showed 
up with them?” She walked with him, but the pace was nice 
and slow. 

“Actually, the fact you were there with them surprised 
both Adam and me.” 

“But why let a change in facts spoil a good game?” 

Peter chuckled. “Busted.” 

Julia didn’t begrudge him or Adam their “game.” What 
they’d done really had been nothing more than teasing. 
Benedicts and Kendalls had been doing that to each other, 
in one form or another, all her life. “And the advice you 
wanted?” 

“It’s my job to arrange our honeymoon trip, and | want to 
surprise both Tracy and Jordan with my choice.” He stopped, 
and put his hands in his pockets. “Jordan’s parents are 
giving us the trip, and when Samantha told me how much 
money to spend...” He shook his head. “One of the things | 
keep forgetting is that the families are rich as Croesus. Until 
something like this happens, and | think, ‘holy shit!” 

Julia wondered if anyone had told him that those marrying 
into the families were presented with a nice little fortune of 


their own courtesy of the Town Trust. “That’s a lovely 
compliment. We don’t tend to live lavish lifestyles, on the 
whole. But there are times when we open the purse strings. 
Honeymoons are one of those times.” 

“Yeah, well, I’ve been looking, because | think what would 
be nice would be some sun and sand and total privacy. | was 
looking at this private resort in the Seychelles.” 

Julia clapped her hands together once. “Oh, that’s 
perfect!” Then she threw her arms around Peter’s neck. He 
hugged her in response to her spontaneous burst of 
affection. She kissed his cheek then stepped back. 

“Tracy will love it! She’s always wanted some sort of 
exotic locale for her honeymoon, and what better place than 
that?” 

“I was worried she’d want to go somewhere more urban, 
than less off the beaten path. | think Jordan just wants us all 
to be together, and alone, for the week.” 

“You're absolutely right, he will. | think they’ll both be 
thrilled.” 

Peter grinned. “Good. l'Il go ahead and book it, and just 
close my eyes when the price flashes up on the screen.” 

“And | won’t breathe a word of it to either one of them!” 

Peter caught her hand and kissed it. “Good girl. Now go 
back to those Navy SEALs before they come looking for 
me.” 

“You go on to whatever you have to do, and look out for 
Stray bullets.” Julia tried to keep a straight face as she 
tossed that last bit in. Everyone teased him about getting 
shot twice in two months. 

“Ha, ha.” Peter got into his car, and Julia turned to go 
back to the restaurant. She knew Tracy would especially get 
a kick out of honeymooning where royalty had so recently 
done the same. She wasn’t concerned about her ability to 
keep the location a secret. She was very good at that sort of 
thing. 


As she neared the restaurant, the back of her neck itched. 
She looked around, wondering why she felt as if someone 
was watching her. She knew just about everyone she saw 
walking along Main Street. Some waved, and she waved 
back. 

Shaking her head and trying to rid herself of the weird 
sensation, she headed back inside. Hopefully Dev and Drew 
were nearly done eating. 

Julia sighed. She really should try harder to get along with 
Richard. He didn’t even see the way he came across with 
her—or with most women. Maybe she’d talk to Penelope and 
find out what, if anything, she’d done to help her cousins 
Josh and Alex to finally get a clue. 

x KOK XK 

Juan Pecos lowered his newspaper, getting a good look at 
the woman. He’d used his cell phone to discreetly snap a 
picture. He caught the couple’s moment of affection, as well 
as another of them as they’d emerged from the restaurant. 

He would see what he could learn about her over the 
Internet. In the meantime, he needed to keep his cover. 
He’d been in to a couple of businesses in town, dropping off 
his resumé, asking for work. He’d used his own name. If 
later the police questioned him, he would appear genuine to 
them. He was just a man looking for a job, with nothing to 
hide. 

He’d lived in Texas all his life, and he knew the way 
Americans thought. Afterward, when the cops looked into 
the woman's disappearance, all that any in town who saw 
him would be able to say was that he was Mexican. 

That’s all he ever was to any of them, even though he 
was as American as they. 

No matter. He would grab this woman. But first he would 
see what information he could find out about her. 

He’d been loyal to Don Miguel for many years, and only 
now was he being rewarded. Juan wasn’t stupid. He knew 


the rewards came at a time when his Patrón was desperate 
for revenge—and desperate to appear strong. 

His Mama used to tell him that you need to be kind to 
everyone, because the people you met on your way up the 
ladder of success would be the same ones you met on the 
way back down. 

Juan Pecos knew that Don Miguel Ramos was on the way 
down. It was time for Juan to look out for himself, and his 
own interests. 

So he would see what he could find out about this pretty 
woman Special Agent Alvarez had chosen. Then he would 
take her—and perhaps offer her, not to Don Miguel, but to 
the highest bidder. 


Chapter 9 


“Well, that was very interesting,” Dev said. 

“That was a trial, and | think | need to apologize.” Julia 
turned as he shut the door behind them. He reached for her, 
and she went into his arms. She wound her arms around his 
neck, and he kissed her. His mouth, hot and hungry on hers, 
fanned the embers of arousal within her to instant flame. 
His flavor drenched her, and his hands, caressing up and 
down her back, soothed and excited at the same time. 

It occurred to her in that moment that when Dev or Drew 
held her in their arms, she felt safe and cherished, with not 
even a whisper of feeling bullied or controlled. 

These two Navy SEALs had to be at least as bossy as her 
brothers. Why didn’t she feel bullied or controlled? 

Dev ended the kiss, and eased her back and then looked 
into her eyes. “You went away on me just now, Julia. What 
do you think you need to apologize for?” 

“I shouldn’t let Rick get to me. I’m almost thirty. | should 
understand that he’s just totally clueless, and that when he 
does things—like hatch that plan to get me together with 
someone he thinks would be good for me, he’s doing it out 
of a good heart. He’s not mean or mean-spirited. He’s just... 
clueless.” 

“Cut yourself some slack, kitten.” Drew placed his hands 
on her shoulders. Dev released her and Drew gently turned 
her so that she faced him. “You’re a human being, not a 
saint.” 

Julia placed a quick kiss on Drew’s lips. “I’m not aiming 
for sainthood. Just to be a bit more tolerant of a brother who 
has no real social skills at all.” 

“Why don’t we just leave Rick where we left him, for now, 
hmm? Dev and | have plans for you, and they don’t include 
any of your brothers.” 


“Do you?” She wondered if he could feel her heart racing. 
She looped her arms around his neck. “And what sort of 
plans do you have, may | ask?” 

Drew leaned forward and nibbled on her neck and Julia 
grinned, the sensation of sweet, tickling arousal bubbling 
through her. Then he straightened and covered her mouth 
with his. His tongue delved between her lips to tease her 
tongue, the strokes strong and caressing. She opened wide 
and did some tasting of her own, even as she wondered if 
he was going to try and drink her down completely. 

He ended the kiss and set his lips on her cheek, heading 
south. “Instead of telling you,” he said between butterfly 
kisses to her neck, “why don’t we show you?” 

“Mm, yes please. | have it on very good authority that 
showing is always so much better than telling.” 

Drew smiled against her flesh. He straightened and 
looked over her shoulder at Dev. That man ran his hands 
down her back and then back and forth across her ass. 

Julia felt her juices begin to gather, and knew her body 
had become super sensitive to the touch of both these men. 

“I hope you had a good lunch, baby doll.” Dev leaned 
close to her and blew hot air on her ear. “Because | can’t 
guarantee that we’ll come up for air, or a meal, anytime 
soon.” 

A shiver coursed through her, a wonderful fire-igniting 
Shiver that made her nipples pucker and her pussy clench. 

Julia was in the mood to lose herself in these two Navy 
SEALs. “Good,” she said. “So what are you waiting for?” 

“Well, since you’re in a hurry.” Drew had a look in his eyes 
that she’d begun to recognize. That look warned that he was 
about to do something totally outrageous. Before she could 
take a step back from him, her world turned upside down. 
He’d bent at the waist and effectively lifted her off her feet 
and put her over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. 

Julia shrieked with laughter and squirmed. Drew’s 
response was to lay a smart slap across her ass with his 


hand. 

“Oh, God.” She couldn’t keep the moan pleasure to 
herself. The heat from his hand radiated out across her ass, 
feeling like it traveled along all of her erotic nerve endings, 
all the way to her clit. “Drew, do that again.” 

“Holy hell, Drew, it looks like a whole new world of 
possibilities has just opened up for us.” 

Drew complied, smacking her once more and then 
smoothing his hand across her bottom as if to rub the burn 
away. “Kitten, you’ve got us both so triggered right now 
we’re going to go off like Fourth of July firecrackers.” 

Julia thought if he smacked her a couple more times she 
might just come then and there herself. 

He carried her up the stairs and set her down on her feet 
in the bedroom. Straightening up, he cupped her face and 
kissed her. 

Wild and wanton, wet and wonderful, his mouth took her 
over. The flavor of him excited her, and the dominance of 
his tongue enthralled her. He held her close, his hands 
setting off some of those fireworks he mentioned as they 
Swept up and down her body, spreading heat and desire. He 
clutched her ass, and pulled her closer, and it felt as if her 
labia were opening, preparing the way so that she could 
receive his cock into her body. 

Drew ended the kiss and passed her over to Dev. 

Dev devoured her. He surrounded her and took her as if 
her sole purpose in life was to feed his appetite, an appetite 
that seemed voracious. He lifted her and pressed her tightly 
against his aroused cock. She’d dressed in capris that 
morning, and oh how wonderful it felt to wrap her legs 
around him and grind her pussy against that denim-covered 
hardness filling out his pants. 

“Christ Almighty, woman, you set me ablaze.” He set her 
on her feet and then, with Drew, began to strip her. 

She’d been undressed by men before, men who used 
dainty little maneuvers that eventually got her naked but 


seemed to take damn near forever to complete. 

These Navy SEALs sure as hell weren’t dainty, and thank 
God for that. They had her naked in less than a minute, and 
themselves in the same state shortly after that. 

Drew gave her no time to even take a breath. He turned 
her into his arms, smothered her lips with his, and bore her 
down onto the bed, coming down on top of her. Making a 
place for himself between her legs, he settled in, his hips 
spreading her legs wide. 

“God, kitten, | could eat you right up.” 

Oh, yes. Just the suggestion of that had her so hot she 
wondered she didn’t burst into flames. “Do it.” 

Drew’s gaze met hers, and the look in his eyes turned 
smoky. He moved, slid down her body, and then put his 
mouth on her cunt. 

“Oh, Drew, yes!” Julia arched her back, pressing her pussy 
closer to Drew’s lips and tongue, her arousal shooting very 
high, very fast. The swirl and lap, the suction, the caress of 
his lips made every part of her tingle. Tiny electric shocks 
traveled from her pussy to her nipples, spreading tiny 
Shivers everywhere in between. 

Dev stretched out beside her. He used his right hand to 
play with her breasts, stroking the skin below her nipples, 
then using his fingers to pluck and pull the hardening nubs. 
He pinched, and she couldn’t help but groan. Arching, she 
pressed her pussy against Drew’s mouth and her breasts 
against Dev’s hand. 

“It fucking turns me on to watch him eat you, baby doll.” 
He edged closer and turned her head toward him. “Kiss me. 
Then we'll both have our tongues in you at the same time.” 

Julia opened her mouth to him, giving him everything 
he’d demanded and taking all in return. Shivers wracked her 
body, a wondrous sensation of Eros. Her climax teased her, 
dancing just out of reach. She felt Drew’s tongue stroking in 
and out of her pussy, and couldn’t help but stretch out one 
hand, so she could comb her fingers through his hair. 


Her other hand reached down and fisted Dev’s cock. 

“Mm.” Dev’s lips left hers. He placed tiny kisses across 
her cheeks, and then moved lower to sample her neck. He 
eased her hand off his cock, and then he moved down her 
body even further to swirl his tongue around her nipple. He 
used his lips to suckle her, and his teeth to nip lightly at the 
pebbled flesh. 

Julia moaned, the double oral play making her ache for 
more. Their heat became her heat, their passion inflamed 
her passion. More than just physical arousal, her emotions 
swirled and ebbed, growing huge, warming her, filling her, 
until all she was became centered on them. 

They chased away every sad thought, every small bit of 
annoyance so that she felt lighter than light, and fuller than 
whole. 

Arousal, sharp and physically exciting, wrapped around 
and through the sweeter emotions, and she hungered to 
return some of the passion, some of the pleasure to these 
men that gave her so much. She hungered to taste as she 
was being tasted. “I need...1 need to give, too. Dev, let me 
suck your cock.” 

“Julia.” He moved up, his body curving around her head, 
as he edged closer, offering his cock for her oral pleasure. 

She reached for him, her fingers barely able to close 
around his hot, hard shaft. He flexed his hips and brought 
his cock even closer to her mouth. Lying on his side, he 
caressed her head and murmured, sounds without words yet 
full of meaning her body had no trouble understanding. 

Julia sighed as she tasted him with her tongue, taking a 
long, luscious lick of him. The glistening promise of his seed 
made her mouth water. Taking his cock into her mouth felt 
good on so many levels. Something about the flavor of both 
Dev and Drew appealed to her where before, this kind of sex 
play only repulsed her. 

It’s because you love them. 


That had to be the difference. She sucked him in, and in 
turn felt Drew’s mouth suck on her, a teasing kind of oral 
manipulation that he worked on her. Back and forth his lips 
caressed, open and wet and tantalizing. His tongue and lips 
came close to, but didn’t quite touch her clit. 

Julia moaned around Dev’s cock, and gave herself over to 
the physicality of loving. The sensations of glide and slide, 
of lap and lick, fed the fire of her passion, making it burn 
hotter, burn higher. The heat of his cock filling her mouth 
held a pleasure all its own, and she moaned in appreciation. 
The tiny bit of liquid Dev gave her tasted salty and savory. 
She swallowed his body’s down payment on a much greater 
gift, eager for more. 

She arched her hips so that she could press her pussy 
closer to Drew’s mouth, her way of begging him to caress 
her clit. Inside her, the eruption swirled, the firestorm of 
climax began to gather, to burn. Then he rubbed his tongue 
back and forth over her clitoris, and she began to come. 

As her orgasm bathed her inside and out, she sucked hard 
on Dev’s cock, drawing the seed from his body. 

“Yes!” His masculine shout of triumph felt as if it echoed 
within her. She opened her eyes and took in the look of pure 
pleasure on Dev’s face, his eyes closed, his head thrown 
back in ecstasy. She swallowed every drop he gave her, 
then let him go gently, moving her hand up to stroke his 
chest. She looked down between her legs and encountered 
Drew’s glittering stare. His face, covered in her juices, 
smiled as he looked from his friend to her. 

“You do indeed pack a punch there, Ms. Benedict. | don’t 
believe I’ve ever seen the Lieutenant Commander look quite 
so orgasmic,” Drew said. 

“Me? The two of you completely wreck me every time you 
get me between you.” 

“Thank you, baby doll.” Dev moved down and kissed her 
gently, then worked himself away from her just a little and 
looked down at Drew, one eyebrow raised. 


Julia grinned. Both she and Dev had enjoyed wonderful 
orgasms, but Drew hadn't. Yet. “Get up here, Lieutenant 
Commander James. You and | have unfinished business.” 

“Yes, indeed we do.” 

He crawled up her body, a virile predator on the prowl, his 
stare heat-filled and intense. Unable to resist the 
temptation, she raised her head so she could kiss him and 
sample her own nectar mixed with his flavor. 

Hot, erotic, the scent and taste of them together pebbled 
her nipples and shivered her flesh. 

He didn’t stop his advance to allow her the luxury of a 
long, tasty kiss. Rather, he kept moving. His cock brushed 
the outside of her slit and then he sank balls deep into her 
in one solid, forceful thrust. 

“Oh, yes.” She left his lips so she could wrap herself 
around him, arms and legs. He slid his hands under her ass 
and lifted her into his thrusts. His strokes came fast and 
hard and Julia reveled in the taking, in the sheer mastery of 
his actions. She needed for him to come, to enjoy his share 
of the passion between them. That her own arousal kindled 
anew startled her. She had not a moment to appreciate the 
glowing coals before the conflagration erupted again. As 
Drew grunted and held himself deep inside her, as she felt 
his seed shoot into her, ecstasy overflowed her mind and 
body, heart and soul, and she could do nothing except 
surrender to the climax. 

x KOK XK 

“There are so many things we want to do with you.” Dev 
lifted Julia into his arms, smiling when she gave a little 
squeak of surprise. 

“It always floors me the way you two can just scoop me 
up like | weigh no more than a pillow. You’re both so strong!” 

He didn’t hear censure in her voice, and yet he felt the 
need to give her some assurance. “You know that neither of 
us would ever hurt you, don’t you, baby doll?” 


“Yes, of course | do.” The look in her eyes held no doubt. 
Dev felt himself relax. He and Drew were both big, powerful 
men. He had been with at least one woman who'd acted a 
bit “gun-shy” with him, as if she expected him to somehow 
hurt her during sex. 

He set Julia gently into the Jacuzzi, and got in beside her. 
Drew had followed them into the master bath. He took a 
moment to turn on the jets, and then joined them in the 
large tub. 

Dev didn’t know what emotions had just played across his 
face that Julia had seen, but she cupped his face in her 
small hands. 

“I do know you’d never hurt me, Dev.” She kissed him, a 
sweet chaste kiss that made his heart turn over in his chest. 

She moved him as no woman ever had. She had from that 
first meeting, and that had been one of the reasons he'd 
known she was the one. “Maybe | should have qualified that 
statement.” He traced a pattern on her cheek, a tiny, 
invisible heart. My heart, because it’s hers. “| should have 
said we would never harm you. Aside from that interesting 
new possibility we just discovered.” He grinned because 
Julia smiled and blushed at the same time. “Aside from that, 
there is something else we both want.” 

“You want to fuck my ass!” Julia’s look of mock horror 
made him raise one eyebrow. He hoped she didn’t harbor 
any dreams of becoming an actress, because she really 
wasn’t very good at it. 

“Yes, baby doll, we do. We both do.” 

Drew slid over on the bench so that they had Julia nestled 
close between them. “We hope, eventually, that we can 
both be inside you at the same time,” he said. 

“I want that. | want to have you both inside me at the 
same time.” She tilted her head to the side. “I know it'll hurt 
the first few times. But so did that smack, and judging from 
the way that tiny sting boosted my arousal, | don’t think 
erotic pain is going to be a problem for us.” 


Dev couldn’t help but kiss her. Her flavor intoxicated him, 
but her generosity, her willingness to try new things, and to 
give so much of herself warmed his soul. 

“Yes, it will hurt the first few times we fuck your ass, but 
baby doll, we’re not going to do that until we’ve made damn 
sure that you’re as ready for our cocks as possible, and— 
most importantly—that you enjoy having your ass played 
with. If you don’t like it, it ain't happening, no matter how 
much we all want it to. That is, unless you’ve had butt sex 
before and can tell us now that you like it?” 

Some day he would tell her that she had such pretty- 
colored blushes. He even bet he could make note of the 
shades, and come up with some kind of a rating system. But 
he wouldn’t be telling her any of that today. 

“No, I’ve never had ‘butt sex’ as you call it.” She looked 
over at Drew, then met his gaze once more. “There was 
never anyone | wanted to get that intimate with before. 
There is, however, one thing for the two of you to consider. 
So l'Il turn the question right back to you.” Again, she 
looked over at Drew, and then back at him. “Um, have the 
two of you ever shared a woman in quite that way before?” 

“Same answer,” Drew said. 

Dev wanted her to understand that this relationship, that 
what the three of them became together, was special, far 
above anything either he or Drew had ever experienced. 
“When Drew and | talked about this,” he said, “when we 
knew that you, and this was what we wanted, what we 
needed, we knew it had to go beyond anything any of us 
had ever known before.” 

“We want to be a family,” Drew said. “We want to become 
a single unit with you in the same way that other, individual 
men form a single unit with one woman. Before we even 
knew if it was done, or possible, that’s what we wanted.” 

“One flesh,” Dev said. “This is special. You are special. So 
to completely answer your question, that moment will be a 
first for us, too.” 


The look of tenderness on her face nearly undid him. He 
felt humbled and ten feet tall at the same time. Who knew a 
man could feel such things? 

Julia kissed him, then turned and kissed Drew. Then she 
took hold of his right hand and Drew’s left. “Most girls have 
mothers that tell them the facts of life in a fairly predictable 
way. Being raised in the family | was raised in, my mother 
had quite a few more things beyond the standard to tell 
me.” 

He wondered what she was getting at when she stopped, 
licked her lips, and seemed to gird herself to continue. 

“Do you understand that the two of you will quite 
probably end up becoming a lot more intimate with each 
other than you’ve ever been before?” 

Dev guessed by the way Julia had framed her question, by 
the softness of her voice, that she believed she was pointing 
out something he and his best friend—his brother—couldn’t 
possibly have considered. He looked over at Drew. When 
Drew nodded, Dev smiled. “Yes,” he answered for both of 
them. “We realize that there may be instances of crossed 
swords along the way.” 

Drew ran his hand down Jjulia’s back. “We’re not going to 
tell you the realization didn’t give us pause, because it did. 
We thought about it. We discussed it. And then we came to 
the conclusion that it really wouldn’t matter. Because if we 
really wanted you, then we had to accept that our joining, 
all three of us, really would make us one flesh. We’re both 
thinking that when the moment comes, it won’t bother us, 
because at that moment, we'll kind of be in a very special 
place, all three of us together.” 

“Huh.” She tilted her head to one side. “That’s sort of 
what | always suspected might happen, too.” 

Dev turned his gaze to the shelf above the tub, and the 
supplies he and Drew had stored there. Then he met Drew’s 
gaze. When he smiled and nodded, Dev looked at Julia. 


“On your knees, woman. It’s time to suit actions to 
words.” 


Chapter 10 


Julia looked over her shoulder at the man who'd just 
demanded she get on her knees. Never would she have 
guessed that being ordered to do anything would arouse her 
to dizzying heights. 

No doubt about it. It has to be love. 

“Lean over the tub, and spread your knees for us. Mm, 
yes, just like that.” Dev’s voice rippled across her skin. 

“Kitten, you’re offering your ass for our pleasure so very 
sweetly.” Drew leaned in and placed a kiss on her cheek. 

“Now the question becomes, will we tantalize your ass 
with soft caresses, or will we paddle it?” 

“Mm. That is a question.” Julia had just learned that the 
idea of being paddled, that the reality of being dominated, 
turned her on. She could see no reason to deny the effect 
these two men had on her. 

She felt Dev move, felt him nearly tent her from behind. 

“Baby doll, | do believe you could push me beyond my 
very best intentions.” He kissed her ear, using his tongue to 
brush the shell of it gently. 

Julia smiled, the very concept that she could make such a 
strong and dynamic man lose control thrilling her to her 
toes. 

He stepped away from her and she heard activity behind 
her. Before she could look, Drew moved in closer to her and 
used two fingers to turn her face toward him. 

“Kiss me, kitten. Let me get lost in your taste.” 

Julia’s heart melted at the softly spoken words. She 
leaned toward him and opened her mouth over his. Bold and 
brazen, his tongue took command of her mouth, sliding and 
seducing so that her entire being focused on his flavor, and 
on the way he made her feel with just a kiss. 

He cupped her chin in one massive hand, and the 
sensation of being cherished washed over her. The suction 


of his mouth on hers, the slide of his lips, aroused and 
fulfilled, both feeding her and awakening her appetite at the 
same time. 

A cold, silky touch rubbed back and forth over her anus. 

Julia gasped, breaking the kiss with Drew, and then 
sucked air through her teeth as the new sensation made her 
entire body tremble. 

“I'd say she likes that, Dev.” 

“Mm, yes, I’d say so, too.” 

“I’m right here.” Julia uttered that token protest at the 
same time she leaned over the tub just a bit further, relaxed 
her legs, and hoped to hell Dev took the hint. Whatever he 
was doing to her felt fabulous, and she wanted more of it. 

“Oh, we know you're here, Julia. You’re the center of us.” 

Dev’s declaration warmed her heart. Before she could get 
too mushy over that reality, he took her hint, added a bit 
more lube to his fingers, and this time as he stroked her, he 
began to press inward on her rosette with each pass. 

Julia didn’t mean to whimper. It was a wholly involuntary 
sound. Smug masculine chuckles just added to the amazing 
arousal that swirled through her. She would have said horny 
was horny and that was that. But in the last little while she 
had discovered that arousal had as many different shades 
and facets to it as causes for it. 

Drew turned around and got on his knees beside her and 
kissed her shoulder. Then he sent his hand wandering 
across her chest. He stroked her breasts with the wide palm 
of his hand and pulled her nipples with his fingers. 

Julia knew the men could hear her breathing hitch. She 
didn’t care. She began to rub her ass against Dev’s amazing 
fingers, letting him know in no uncertain terms she wanted 
more. 

“Your nipples have turned into granite-hard little nubs, 
kitten.” Drew’s words bathed her neck, and his tongue 
lapped at her, as if she was his favorite flavored Tootsie Pop. 
“Let’s see if your clit wants to come out to play.” His hand 


left her breasts on a southward journey. He brushed it back 
and forth over her slit. 

“Oh, yes.” Julia nearly hummed with pleasure. Her clit did 
indeed want to come out and play. She was torn between 
pressing down against Drew’s hand, or back against Dev’s. 

“Let me know if this hurts.” Dev leaned closer to her. This 
time, when his fingers passed over the button of her anus, 
he stopped his brushing motion and pressed inward. She felt 
the blunt end of one finger against her opening. A slight 
burn announced the imminent breach of her anus. He 
pressed even harder, the burning increased, and she felt 
herself open, felt his finger slip just slightly inside. 

“Oh.” She'd imagined this moment, of course she had. 
Funny that imagination hadn’t given her any three- 
dimensional sensations, hadn’t told her it would feel foreign 
and dark and forbidden. Her imagination, which she'd 
always believed to be vivid and creative, hadn’t prepared 
her for the sheer power of having something inserted in her 
ass. 

“You okay there, baby doll?” 

“Mm.” Words failed her. She closed her eyes to better 
examine and savor all the aspects of this new experience. 

In tandem, the men robbed her of even the ability to do 
that as together they set about to drive her out of her mind 
with pleasure. Drew’s brush of her clit, Dev’s fucking of her 
ass with that single, very talented finger, stole her reason 
and shut down her thoughts. 

When Dev pulled out, she mewed in disappointment. 

“Hush, we’re not done, baby doll. Let’s see how you do 
with two fingers.” 

Julia gasped when she felt the pressure, felt herself 
stretching even wider. The burn began to morph into a very 
real pain—a pain that made her want to push and pant and 
come. 

Drew continued to rub her clit, but he changed the angle 
of his strokes. She became aware of her own wetness 


because he dipped his fingers into her and spread her juices 
over the lips of her cunt. When he teasingly played his 
fingers just inside the opening of her pussy and pushed, she 
moaned, a sound of both desire and need. 

“You like?” Dev’s voice, rough with arousal, thrilled her. 

“God, yes. Give me more. | need more.” 

“Are you close, Julia?” Drew kissed his question against 
her cheek. 

Julia turned her head and took his mouth, using her 
tongue to drink him in. “Yes, I’m close.” 

“Okay, sweetheart. Let’s see if we can all three of us 
come at the same time.” 

Dev’s statement may have sounded like a suggestion, but 
Julia recognized a command when she heard one. Since she 
very much wanted to come, and wanted her men to come 
too, she didn’t even think to protest. Instead, she looked 
over her shoulder. 

“What do you have in mind?” she asked Dev. 

“Well, now,” Drew answered for him. He leaned forward 
and kissed her lightly, then moved away and got to his feet. 
She licked her lips at the sight of his arousal, rising out of 
the water, standing ready and proud. 

He stepped out of the tub, and she wondered what he had 
in mind. Until he stepped in front of her. 

“How about we start out with you sucking my cock?” 

“That’s a very appetizing suggestion.” Julia wasn’t going 
to spend a lot of time thinking about the fact that with these 
two Navy SEALs, sucking cock had become one of her 
favorite things to do. She was just going to enjoy it. 

“And while you do that, I’m going to fuck your pussy,” 
Dev said. But first...” His voice trailed off at the same time 
he slowly pulled his fingers from her ass. Before she could 
complain about being left half empty, she felt something 
else against her tiny pucker. 

The object he pressed against her felt bigger than his 
fingers, but lacked the heat of a cock. Julia realized Dev held 


a butt plug in his hand, and that he intended to insert it into 
her. 

“Oh!” She felt the pressure, and then the toy slid into her, 
stretching her, going deep. Testing the sensations, she 
squeezed and then shivered as tiny tendrils of electric sizzle 
slithered through her. 

“How’s that, sweetheart?” 

“Wow. | had no idea.” She’d been hot and horny before he 
put the butt plug in her. Now she hovered at a point of 
excitement she’d never imagined existed. 

Dev reached between her legs and used his fingers to 
caress her slit, up and down the entire length of it. Julia 
shivered as the pleasure ran deep and began to fill her. 
Unashamed and uncaring about the need they could hear, 
she whimpered. 

“You're so wet for us, baby doll.” Dev’s whispered words 
brushed against the shell of her ear. “Do you still want 
more?” 

More was all she wanted. She answered him by rubbing 
her pussy against his stroking hand and stretching her 
tongue out, trying to taste Drew’s cock. 

His chuckle, deep and smugly masculine, thrilled her. 

Julia hungered for both of these Navy SEALs. Dev tented 
her, his heat penetrating her. In front of her, only inches 
away, Drew stroked his already very-hard cock, the tip 
glistening in invitation. 

“More, then,” Dev said. 

Julia felt the brush of his cock where his fingers had just 
been. Then Dev centered himself against her opening and 
pushed. 

“Oh, yes!” She thought her eyes might cross with the 
unbelievable pleasure as Dev’s cock slid deep, filling her 
pussy completely. She squeezed all her inner muscles, 
caressing his cock and tightening around the plug in her 
ass. Julia felt overflowing with erotic pleasure. 


Drew’s hand on her head, his fingers combing through her 
hair, made her focus, and smile. He’d inched subtly closer to 
her. Not needing a second invitation, she opened her mouth 
and took his cock inside. 

Julia closed her eyes as she stroked his shaft with her 
tongue and gave him tiny sucking motions. Dev began to 
fuck her pussy with deep, slow strokes. In sync with his 
thrusts, she tightened her ass around the plug. 

Climbing, gathering, the arousal bubbled and swelled as if 
it had a will of its own. She longed to stay there, with those 
hot, horny, electric shocks of sexual energy zinging through 
her. But her orgasm wouldn’t be controlled, or denied. 

She moaned around the hot flesh in her mouth, sucking 
with more force, more urgency. Her men must have 
understood her need. They must have sensed that her 
body’s responses were sliding out of her control. 

With more force and determination than she’d ever felt 
from them, they fucked her, and they fucked her hard. 

Their rhythm, their mastery, proved to be exactly what 
she needed. Julia’s climax exploded out of her, a hot, pure 
pleasure that swamped her senses, and muddled her mind. 
The sound of grunts, of masculine shouts of triumph only 
enhanced her joy. She swallowed stream after stream of 
Drew’s cream, shivered as Dev’s hot seed spurted inside 
her, bathing her cervix. Their orgasms pushed hers higher, 
and higher still. 

Wave after wave of the sharpest, purest bliss battered her 
until nothing existed except this moment, this rapture, and 
these men. 

x OK OK XK 

The house they’d rented from Mrs. Benedict sat at the 
end of a quiet cul-de-sac. The back door opened to a small 
fenced yard with a pool. Someone had planted shade trees 
sometime in the past, trees that now stretched tall despite 
the fact that there had been periods of drought over the 
years. 


Drew wouldn’t be surprised if the Town Trust had taken 
special care to nurture the mature trees and gardens in 
town. From what he’d seen so far, Lusty, Texas, was totally 
different from any town he’d ever seen, and not just in the 
most obvious of ways. 

Dawn greeted the town, and the day promised to be 
sunny and warm. Drew knew the summer months would 
bring more heat than he liked. But having served so many 
years in far more hostile environs, he figured it would be a 
nice change, only having to battle the weather. 

Behind him, the coffee pot gurgled, drawing his attention 
away from outside, focusing it back to the here and now. 

Upstairs, Julia slept on, and Drew couldn’t hold back his 
grin as he considered that between them, he and Dev had 
fucked her senseless. 

Drew had gotten up first and headed out. The five miles 
of his daily run woke him up, got his blood pumping and his 
thoughts settled. When he’d returned, Dev had left for his 
morning exercise. 

They usually liked to pound the pavement together, 
relishing the silent company and slight competitiveness 
their exercise demanded. But he and Dev were of one mind 
this morning. Julia had become the center of their lives. 
From the moment they’d claimed her—and he’d bet she 
understood that’s exactly what they’d done when she’d 
come pounding on their door Thursday—nothing mattered 
to them more than taking care of their woman. 

That meant they would never leave her alone, sleeping 
and defenseless. 

Drew had never been a man to dwell on the past. He 
didn’t figure he’d have been very effective as a SEAL if he 
had been. And, as far as the future had been concerned, 
he’d never looked beyond the end of a mission. Living in the 
moment had been his modus operandi since he’d been a 
teen. He didn’t need to see a psychiatrist to understand that 
his mindset came from being bounced around several 


different foster homes. Life was what it was and he’d gotten 
by and gotten through. 

Until that last terrible mission in Afghanistan. As he and 
Dev had awaited rescue—or death—they’d talked about so 
many things, but especially about Julia, about what they’d 
do if they made it out alive, if the fates somehow, 
miraculously, granted them a second chance. 

They’d talked about building a future. 

Now they had their second chance, and both of them 
were determined to guard it, and their woman, with their 
lives. 

The front door opened. Drew reached up for two cups, 
pouring out the brew as Dev entered the kitchen. 

“I ran past the airfield,” Dev said. “Saw Kendall. I’m not 
sure if he recognized me but he sure as hell noticed me.” 

Drew chuckled. “How much do you want to bet he'll either 
invite himself to dinner tonight, or just ‘drop in’ while we’re 
there?” 

Dev laughed. “That’s a sucker bet. He’s like us. From what 
| gather he hasn’t been retired from the service for very 
long. He likely hasn’t lost that need to be in control of his 
surroundings. Of course he’ll show up.” 

“You'd have thought his brother the sheriff would have 
given him the rundown on us by now.” Like Dev, he spoke 
softly, not wanting to awaken Julia. 

“Maybe the brothers don’t communicate. We’ve known 
enough siblings over the years who'd rather rip each other’s 
faces off than have a friendly word between them.” 

“True enough.” He took a sip from his mug. “I’m looking 
forward to this afternoon, and that’s odd in and of itself.” 
Neither he nor Dev considered themselves social animals. 
That had been another side effect of being raised as they 
had been. When you spent your younger years having to 
make new friends, and a new family every couple of years, 
it tended to make you less gregarious. At least it had in 
Drew's case. 


“| hear you. | feel the same way.” Dev shrugged. “We both 
liked Alvarez, and Tracy is Julia’s best friend.” He turned and 
met Drew’s gaze. “Do you know what else has surprised 
me? The degree to which | feel that I’ve finally found my 
home, right here in this town.” 

“It’s not just our woman, although she’s the most of that,” 
Drew agreed. “It’s the town itself.” 

“Yeah.” Drew grinned. “There’s just something about a 
town called Lusty.” 

He heard a light sound and turned at the same time Dev 
did. Looking sleep-rumpled and altogether good enough to 
eat, Julia stood at the bottom of the stairs. Eyes only half 
open, she sniffed the air, turning her head until she faced 
the direction of the kitchen, and them. 

“Come down those stairs slowly, kitten,” Drew said, “and 
l'Il have your coffee ready by the time you get here.” 

“A smart-ass even first thing in the morning,” Julia 
muttered. “Why am I not surprised?” 

Drew poured the coffee while Dev snagged her around 
the waist and gently guided her into his arms. 

“Mm, man sweat.” She sniffed him as thoroughly as she’d 
sought out the coffee. “My second-favorite first-thing-in-the- 
morning aroma.” 

“Only second?” Drew set the mug on the table, then 
moved in so that his front rubbed against the soft and 
inviting female bottom. Satisfaction strummed through his 
blood because they had their woman where he liked her 
best—between him and Dev. “We're going to have to work 
on that.” 

“Work any harder on it, and l'Il be comatose.” 

“Don’t worry, kitten.” He leaned forward and kissed her 
ear, then followed that up with a slow, savory lick of her 
neck. “We’ll watch over you while you recover.” 

x OK OK XK 

Several hours later, Drew fought the urge to sink into the 

memory of their morning playtime. He and Dev had given it 


their best shot, but Julia proved to be anything but 
comatose while he and Dev had both needed a nap. Drew 
came to the conclusion that lovemaking energized their 
woman. 

He looked up to encounter Jordan Kendall’s amused smirk. 
Drew understood that the other man had said something to 
him, and that he’d so completely zoned out as to not even 
hear him. 

“I’m sorry. What did you say?” 

Jordan shook his head, chuckling. “It doesn’t matter. For 
the record, | understand your distraction completely. It 
hasn’t been that long since the three of us got together.” 

Drew grinned. “You're family. | was half worried you'd 
want to pound on me instead of welcome me.” 

Jordan waved his hand as if dismissing the notion. “I’ve 
known Jules all my life, of course, so there /s that protective 
streak in me. But that doesn’t extend to the two of you. 
You're hers. | knew that within moments of meeting you.” 

The women were huddled in the kitchen. Rumor had it 
that Tracy was creating a dessert for later that Julia had 
promised would taste like heaven. Dev accepted Peter’s 
invitation to tour the house. Drew relaxed in the enormous 
backyard, the patio dotted with potted plants as well as 
chairs, a large round table, and in one corner, a glider. 

Jordan had shown off his new grill that sat gleaming in the 
early afternoon sun. Drew had to admit it was the biggest 
one he’d ever seen. 

“We have a large family, especially if you count cousins 
on top of siblings,” Jordan explained. Then Jordan shrugged, 
and Drew wondered if the contractor was actually blushing. 
“As a matter of fact, a couple of my brothers have invited 
themselves to dinner, today. Morgan and Henry, and their 
fiancée Tamara should be by shortly.” 

“See? | told you it was a sucker bet.” Dev stepped onto 
the patio, two frosty-looking beer bottles in hand. He gave 


one of them to Drew. Behind him, Peter carried two as well, 
giving one to Jordan. 

Jordan looked from him to Dev. “Since you’re both newly 
back from being deployed to Kabul, do | assume you know 
my brothers?” 

“Actually, we’ve only met one of them. Morgan.” 

“Met me? Hell, Wakefield, you and James didn’t just meet 
me. You saved my life.” 

Drew turned at the sound of the familiar voice. By the 
look of shock on Jordan’s face it was clear that Morgan 
Kendall hadn’t told his family about his close call last year. 
He’d have been surprised if he had. Aside from the general 
need-to-know basic rule of thumb that governed the 
behavior of those who served, Kendall had been involved in 
covert operations, much the same as he and Dev had been. 

One simply didn’t talk about his service, except in the 
most general of terms. 

“Just doing our jobs,” Dev said. Enthusiastic backslaps 
and handshakes between them and the new arrivals 
smoothed over the void left by such a shocking greeting. 

“We won’t ask,” Jordan said. “But | have a feeling that 
whatever happened back in Afghanistan, it was a hell of a 
lot more than just a couple of SEALs doing their job.” 

Henry Kendall had also been in the Air Force, and the man 
had that air of outrageousness that Drew tended to 
associate with jet jockeys. 

The kitchen door opened, and Tracy came out, carrying a 
large tray of steaks. Behind her, another newcomer, a tiny 
little bit of a woman with short brown hair and almost 
golden eyes carried another tray that held an assortment of 
Spices and sauces. 

Drew reassessed his opinion of Tamara Jones when she 
shook his hand in a strong grip. Learning she was a pilot was 
the second surprise he got, but one look into her 
determined face told him there likely wasn’t anything this 
woman couldn’t handle. 


” 


“Where’s Julia?” He tried to look into the kitchen but the 
afternoon sun shone too brightly for him to get a good look 
inside the house. 

Tracy set down the tray of meat. “She just popped out to 
get a couple of things. She should be back in a bit.” 

Drew looked over at Dev, who returned his look of 
concern. 

“Yeah, yeah,” Tracy said. “You men are all the same, 
getting all uptight and such if one of us leaves your sight.” 
Then she tipped down her sunglasses. “Y’all need to chill. 
Texas women are made of strong stuff.” 

Drew nodded. “Julia certainly is, and | have every faith in 
her ability to take care of herself. Doesn’t mean | like having 
her out of my sight.” 

Tracy shook her head as if to say she’d never understand 
men. A quick scan of the others showed him what he 
expected to see—nods of agreement from the men and a 
pitying look from Tamara. 

Drew had wondered, earlier, about the familial relations in 
the Benedict clan. Now he could see a bond between the 
men that spoke to him of more than just their being family. 
He sensed a deep well of respect as well as love between 
the men. The fact that both Morgan and Henry seemed to 
accept Peter Alvarez as another brother impressed him. 

Lusty was looking more and more appealing with each 
passing day. 

“Of course, we nailed that little punk, but not before our 
Fed, here, got shot. Again.” Jordan recounted the excitement 
they’d had just a few weeks before. 

“You're just jealous of all of the scars I’m amassing.” 
Peter’s expression appeared stoic. 

Tracy came out of the kitchen with a bottle of beer for 
herself. She used it to toast him as she said, “Any more 
scars and you're going to need plastic surgery.” 

“Maybe l'Il get plastic surgery so we can match,” Jordan 
said. “| wonder if | could get the doc to give me a matching 


bullet crease on my left arm,” Jordan said. 

“You'd feel differently, little brother, if you ever had to 
duck flying lead,” Morgan said. 

“You're probably right.” 

“Maybe we should change the subject. | don’t want my 
two lovers thinking about me and ducking flying lead at the 
same time, if you don’t mind.” Peter looked from Morgan to 
Henry. 

Morgan shrugged. “Just trying to do our part to 

desensitize them,” he said. “I know Adam feels the same 
way.” 
“We'll get there.” Tracy stretched up and placed a kiss on 
her future brother-in-law’s cheek. “So”—she stepped back 
and looked from him to Tamara—“how are the wedding 
plans coming?” 

“We've chosen a date,” Henry said. “Almost.” 

“The only absolutes so far,” Tamara said, “are the 
principals and the venue.” 

“Which would be you three and the Lusty Community 
Center,” Tracy said. “And the caterers too, of course.” 

“Of course.” Tamara grinned. 

Drew looked over at Dev, who held his cell phone to his 
ear. He didn’t have to ask. He knew he was calling Julia. 
She’d been gone for nearly half an hour. When Dev pulled it 
away and frowned as he looked at the display, Drew asked, 
“What’s up?” 

He felt his senses go on red alert when Dev said, “She’s 
not answering.” 

“Maybe she left her cell phone at home,” Tamara said. 

The laughter had left Jordan’s face as he shook his head 
and pulled out his own cell phone. 

“No, she wouldn’t. One thing that was drilled into a// of us 
once cell phones came into such wide use. They’re a safety 
device and none of us goes anywhere without one.” He 
looked over at Tracy. “She went to the grocery in town?” 

“Yeah.” 


Jordan keyed in a number and then everyone waited 
quietly. “Hey, Aunt Patti, it’s Jordan. Just great, thanks. | was 
wondering, is Julia still wandering around there, by any 
chance?” He listened, then thanked his aunt before closing 
the phone. He looked from Dev to him, and by the look of 
alarm on the man’s face, Drew knew something was terribly 
wrong. 

“| just spoke to my aunt who runs the grocery. She’s been 
on checkout all day.” He looked from him to Devon and then 
back. “Julia never arrived.” 


Chapter 11 


Vibration buzzed at the very edge of her consciousness, 
like a pesky gnat that wouldn’t let her sleep. 

Julia struggled to open her eyes. A sense of disorientation 
Swamped her. Pain, sharp and biting, tore through her 
thoughts, reaching down and yanking her to the surface of 
wakefulness. She gasped, terror exploding and threatening 
to consume her. It took every bit of nerve she possessed to 
beat that monster back, to take control of her emotions. Her 
heart pounded loudly in her own ears. She closed her eyes 
and focused on breathing, on slowing her heart rate, and on 
achieving calm. 

She refused to let the fear have her. 

Darkness, the stink of car exhaust, and the sensation of 
rough, quivering motion all assaulted her at once. She 
blinked, immediately aware of the small space enclosing 
her. There was pain in her shoulder and behind her eyes, a 
Slight headache that nagged. She frowned, and felt the 
sensation of something sticky on her temple. It took her a 
moment to deduce the stickiness was drying blood. 

I’m inside the trunk of a car! 

But how the hell did she get there, and what in the name 
of God was going on? 

Memory resisted her efforts to call it, so she closed her 
eyes once more, bore down, and demanded an answer. 

The effort sharpened her headache, but images, like 
freeze-frames on a movie reel, began to form. They gave 
her only pieces of information. 

She saw herself leaving Tracy’s en route to the grocery in 
Lusty to get ice and butter. Another vehicle, a brown Chevy, 
came up beside her and forced her off the road. 

Julia heard again the scream of crumpling metal and 
breaking glass and recalled the explosion of pain as her car 
hit a tree and her head hit...something. 


Julia blinked, but the rest of the memory turned murky 
then faded out. The rest didn’t matter, anyway. Between 
one heartbeat and the next, she understood exact/y what 
had happened to her. 

Oh, hell, I’ve been kidnapped. 

The possibility of being kidnapped had been a shadow 
that hovered near when she’d been a child. Every Benedict, 
Kendall, and Jessop always understood that, because of 
their wealth, they were all prime targets for kidnapping. She 
and her cousins had grown up learning to be aware of their 
Surroundings, and any strangers who paid them undue 
attention. The families had mastered high security with a 
casual flair. Every member of the family had been taught 
evasive maneuvers against the eventuality of being 
assaulted. 

Julia had never believed it would really happen to her. 

How long ago had she been grabbed? Her head throbbed, 
but did that mean she’d been unconscious for a long time, 
or just a short one? 

Julia felt the vibration again, the same tickling sensation 
that had awakened her. Her cell phone! She’d shoved it into 
her pocket along with a twenty dollar bill as she’d headed 
out to the store, leaving her purse behind. 

No member of the family ever left home without their cell 
phone. 

Her hands weren’t bound, and neither were her feet. Had 
she been taken by the most inept kidnapper ever? 

He—and she was almost one hundred percent certain it 
was a he—likely figured that since she’d been unconscious 
when he dumped her in his trunk, he didn’t need to tie her 
up. 

Good news for her, but how long would it last? How long 
until he pulled over, opened the trunk, and trussed her up 
like last year’s Thanksgiving turkey? 

Her cell phone stopped vibrating. Thank God she rarely 
had the device set on ring. Listening, she could hear no 


radio, no sound beyond that of the car’s motor, which really 
wasn’t all that loud. If her phone did ring, or if she tried to 
talk on it, whoever was driving the car might very well hear 
her. 

Crap. She needed help, but couldn’t call anyone. Julia 
blinked. No, she couldn’t ca// anyone, but maybe she could 
text someone! At least, she hoped she could. She took a 
moment to think. He’d placed her on her right side, with her 
knees bent. Her cell phone was in her right pants pocket. 
She tried to ease off her right side, so she would be able to 
reach into her capris. Her head pounded the moment she 
began to move, and a wave of dizziness swept through her, 
making her stomach roll with nausea. Clamping her jaw 
closed, Julia focused on not crying out and not puking. If she 
had any hope of succeeding, she had to keep silent, and she 
had to hurry. 

Darkness and motion and a sense of being crammed into 
a very tiny space all worked against her and Julia had to use 
every bit of determination she possessed to forget about all 
of that, to lean back just enough to free her hand so she 
could reach into her pocket. 

Her right arm and hand had gone numb. She was afraid 
she might not be able to feel the phone with her fingers, let 
alone use it. If she dropped the device, it would be as good 
as lost to her. 

Julia wiggled her fingers, stretched out her hand, and then 
made a fist, working her fingers and wrist until the pins and 
needles of returning sensation nearly brought her to tears. 


The necessary exercise ate up precious seconds. She 
could have sworn she heard the tick-tick-tick of a clock in 
her head. The car continued to move at what felt like a 
pretty steady speed. Funny how much rougher a road could 
seem when one traveled in the trunk as opposed to the 
cabin of the vehicle. 


Julia brought her wandering mind back to the task at 
hand. Her fingers felt almost functional again. She hoped 
they were functional, because she had only one chance to 
get it right. 

Only one way to find out. Just do it, Jules. She reached 
into her pocket, and latched onto the slim and slippery 
device. 

Pulling it out and holding it up, she brushed a finger 
against the keyboard and the display lit up. She could see 
the keys, which meant her vision was all right, so that was 
one blessing at least. 

Julia wanted to call Dev and Drew. She wanted to call 
them and cry and beg them to rescue her. She knew that 
once they found out she was in trouble, they’d come for her. 
There was no doubt in her mind about that, period. 

But she hadn’t taken the time to enter either of their 
numbers into her cell’s phone book. Of course, she’d 
memorized them both, so all she had to do was— 

A clicking sound seemed to fill the entire trunk, so loud it 
jarred her thoughts. Then the car began to reduce speed. 

Panic bubbled inside her, threatening to erupt. Was the 
driver turning, or pulling over? Fighting the panic, and the 
changing motion of the slowing vehicle, she hit the button 
for phone book, and then the number 4, and selected ‘text’. 
She used her left hand to hold the phone while she tried to 
see the keys she would press with her right. Her grip felt 
tenuous at best, and her shaking didn’t help. 

The car continued to slow down and Julia felt tears sting 
at the back of her eyes. No time now for anything but the 
most basic message. So she keyed only three letters, and 
then moved the cursor to ‘send’. 

The car must have pulled off the road onto the gravel 
shoulder. The sudden roughness, and then the stop, jerked 
her body forward and then back again. 

The phone tumbled from her fingers, landing somewhere 
beyond her sight in front of her, between her and the far 


corner of the trunk. 

One of the car doors opened, and then slammed closed 
again and the trunk lock clicked. 

Julia pulled her right hand down, working it under her 
body to almost where it had been when she’d come to. 
Closing her eyes, she tried to relax, her instincts telling her 
to play possum for as long as she possibly could. 

She prayed her captor was just going to check on her and 
not change vehicles. As long as she was in the same general 
vicinity as her cell phone, there was a very good chance she 
would be rescued. 

x XK OK XK 

Dev felt his blood run cold. The sensation was very similar 
to the professional detachment he assumed when getting 
ready to go on a mission. Jordan’s words had shocked him, 
angered him, and terrified him all at the same time. 

He wanted, quite desperately, to punch something or 
someone. Okay, maybe what I’m feeling is not quite the 
same detachment as when I go on a mission. 

“What do you mean, she never arrived?” Drew took the 
two steps necessary to bring him beside Dev, effectively 
making them a single unit. 

The hot emotions rolling off his best friend matched his 
own. They were like twins in so many ways. He never 
wanted to face a threat, or a danger, without his brother 
there to back him up, and hold him up. 

Jordan shook his head, one finger held up—saying ‘wait’— 
and then turned his attention back to his cell phone. “I’m 
calling Adam. I’m worried. If she just had car trouble—“ 

“She’d answer her phone,” Dev said. Then he spied her 
purse on the kitchen counter. “Unless she left it behind.” 

“She wouldn’t leave it.” Tracy stood behind Jordan. Peter 
slipped his arm around her. Clearly upset, the tiny woman 
hugged herself, rubbing her hands up and down her arms as 
if she felt chilled. “We never leave our cell phones behind. 
Not ever. Something’s wrong.” 


Dev knew Drew hoped as he did that Tracy was mistaken, 
because he strode over to the counter, grabbed up Julia’s 
bag, and rummaged around inside it. 

“Wallet, address book, makeup case, pen. No cell phone,” 
Drew said. 

“Adam, we have a situation here. Julia headed out...what? 
Fuck. Yeah, she left here, on her way to the grocery in town, 
less than a half hour ago. Okay, let us know if you find 
anything. Meanwhile, lII call Mitch.” 

“What? What’s happened?” Dev knew he sounded frantic 
and didn’t care. “And who the hell is Mitch?” 

“Adam received a text from Julia just a couple of minutes 
ago. Only three letters, and he got no response when he 
texted back to her.” 

“Three letters. SOS,” Drew said. 

“Yeah. He’s going to start at the grocery and trace her 
likely route back to here. And Mitch is Mitchell Grafton, head 
of security for Benedict Oil and Minerals. Actually, he’s our 
head of security, period.” 

“Why would you call him? You’ve got two Navy SEALs 
whose specialty is tracking and hostage extraction.” 
Movement in his peripheral vision had him remembering 
who else had come to dinner. “And two newly retired Air 
Force officers who know how to do a hell of a lot more than 
fly a plane.” 

“Mitch has the cell phone keys,” Morgan said. He met 
Dev’s gaze and nodded. “Before any of us put our varied 
talents to work, we have to know first if it’s necessary, and if 
so, where the hell she is.” 

“You can track her through her cell phone using GPS?” 
Dev asked. 

Jordan turned away to make the call while Morgan 
stepped in closer to answer. “Yeah. Once cell phone 
technology married GPS technology, every member of the 
families, even Grandma Kate, has carried a cell phone. 
We've always had to be diligent with our personal security 


” 


over the years, because being who we are has always 
meant we were prime kidnap targets. New technology has 
made that diligence easier, and like Tracy said, we don’t 
leave home without them, ever.” 

Dev nodded, but found his attention drawn to Jordan and 
that man’s conversation with Mitchell Grafton. 

“You need to send those coordinates to Adam,” Jordan 
said into his phone, “as soon as possible. She hasn’t been 
gone more than a half hour, as near as we can tell. Thanks, 
Mitch. We’ll let you know.” 

Jordan slid the phone back into his pocket. “Mitch will feed 
her signal into the program and give Adam a first update 
within minutes. Then we'll at least know where to start 
looking.” 

Dev didn’t even question the assumption he’d made— 
that Julia had been taken. He knew it deep inside. He had no 
idea who would have taken her, or why. But if that bastard 
hurt her— 

“I’ve got resources | can tap, too,” Peter said. Then he ran 
a hand through his hair. “I have a shitty feeling about this. 
That it might be connected to me, and the investigation | 
was a part of.” 

Dev understood immediately what Peter meant. Julia had 
filled him and Drew in on the danger Tracy, Peter, and 
Jordan had faced a few weeks before. Peter had been 
targeted by a Mexican drug lord, and Tracy had been used 
as bait to lure him into a trap. 

What Dev understood in that moment was that the gut 
instincts of every one of them who were used to facing 
danger were screaming the same message. 

Dev could see remorse on Peter’s face. “The only one 
who’s to blame here is the bastard who took her. Feeling 
anything but anger is just a waste of time.” 

Jordan's cell phone rang. “Hey, Adam, that was—where? 
Yeah, | know the place. Fuck, that’s ballsy, being so close to 
the house. We're on our way.” 


Dev knew what Jordan was going to say before the words 
left his mouth. He reached into his pocket for his keys, ready 
to go. He just needed to be pointed in the right direction. 

“Adam found her car, about a mile and a half from here. 
She’s not there. l'Il drive, Dev.” He held out his hand for 
Dev’s keys. Dev hesitated only a moment, then turned them 
over to him. 

Judging by the mass exodus, they were all heading to 
where Adam had found Julia’s car. 

Dev had to fight the urgency within him that demanded 
he shove everyone else out of the way, leave them behind, 
and just go. 

His woman was in trouble and he had to get to her. 

One look at Drew’s face showed him his own emotions 
reflected back. 

They went in two cars, and both drivers—Jordan and 
Morgan—ignored speed limits, if not safety, getting them 
there in bare minutes. 

When they rounded a bend in the road and Dev saw 
Julia’s car, his heart damn near stopped. The vehicle had 
Slammed against a tree, crumpling the front end of the car 
like an accordion. There hadn’t been a fire, thank God, but 
the impact hadn’t been a gentle one, either. 

A police cruiser, lights flashing, had pulled up close to it. 
Adam Kendall stood, bent over by the passenger side front 
door, peering through the widow. The driver’s door had been 
wrenched opened. Obviously aware of their approach, Adam 
straightened and turned to face them, arms akimbo. 

Dev was out of the car before it stopped moving, intent 
on one thing, and one thing only. 

Adam clearly didn’t intend to stop him. “Don’t touch 
anything, and come over to this side.” 

Devon understood the order. A quick look told him the 
grass and dirt by the driver’s door was rich with footprints. 

“I won’t touch anything. | just want to—” What? He might 
not be a trained investigator in the same way a cop was 


trained, but he had eyes that could see and a brain that 
could think. All he was demanded he do something. 

His brain stopped thinking when he saw the blood on the 
steering wheel, the dash, and the seat. Bits of white plastic 
and a missing air bag cover told him the safety device had 
indeed gone off. 

“Matt’s bringing the camera and fingerprint kit. I’ve got a 
call in to the Rangers. They’re better equipped to handle 
this sort of situation.” Adam then came to stand beside him. 
“She probably hit her head, despite the air bag. Head 
wounds, even small ones, bleed a lot. You know that, right?” 

Dev turned his head to the side and looked at the others 
—Julia’s family, all of them. Drew stood beside him, but 
everyone else had stayed back—whether as a way to 
acknowledge his and Drew’s relationship with Julia, or just 
as a way of respecting the crime scene, he couldn’t say for 
certain. 

Crime scene. Jesus Christ. 

He looked back at Adam. “Yes, | know that. You don’t have 
to worry that either one of us will go off half-cocked.” He 
stopped and thought about all the information they didn’t 
have, yet. And he thought about a family so conscious of 
security as to provide everyone with monitored cell phones. 
Once word got out that something had happened to one of 
their own, he had a feeling they would be inundated with 
volunteers. “There has to be a place we can set up some 
kind of command center. If she was taken for ransom—and 
that’s the only thing that makes sense at the moment— 
there'll be a call. While you handle that end of it, when the 
information comes in from your Mr. Grafton, we’ll need to be 
able to set up maps and charts so we can coordinate the 
rescue effort.” 

“The new hangar would make a good place,” Morgan said. 
He looked from Dev to his brother, Adam. “We've got some 
state-of-the-art computers, and lots of room to maneuver.” 


Adam nodded, once. “All right, yeah, that makes sense. 
Let’s do it.” 


Chapter 12 


Julia huddled in the front seat of the car, giving the 
appearance of being frightened and disoriented, and no 
threat whatsoever to the man who'd taken her, the man 
driving. 

That first part at least was not hard to do, all things 
considered. 

Her kidnapper—she had no idea who he was—had hauled 
her out of the trunk before she’d acted fully conscious. She 
hadn’t had to fake the groans, since he’d been none too 
gentle and she hurt. The moment he'd lifted her, the 
headache she'd been trying to ignore had exploded into a 
fierce pounding. 

The pain had been so intense she’d not even tried to fight 
him as he’d tied her wrists together. When he’d snapped the 
handcuffs on her ankles, she’d only whimpered pathetically. 

Julia let her eyes drift shut, hoping that closing out the 
late-afternoon sun would help to ease the throbbing behind 
her eyes. 

“Stay awake.” He reached over and gave her a light 
Shake. “I need you to be conscious, at least for the next 
while. Until | decide what it is | am going to do with you.” 

“I’m awake. My head hurts.” Then his words penetrated. 
“Until you decide what you’re going to do with me?” Julia 
didn’t like the sound of that, didn’t want to consider that 
there was any other motive to her being snatched than 
simple greed. But then, this man had let her see his face, 
and she suddenly realized that couldn’t be good. She’d be 
able to recognize him, pick him out of a police lineup. 

Unless he intended that she never got the chance to do 
SO. 
“Miguel Ramos wants you, and he’s already paid me a 
hefty bonus, and so | took you. But | have been doing some 
research on the Internet, and | have been thinking. Your 


family has more money than Ramos. Also, Ramos is no 
longer as rich or powerful as he once was. | think it will not 
be long before he is either arrested—or killed. And then 
where would | be? So | am, as they say, considering all of 
my options.” 

“Ramos? What the hell would he want me for?” 

The man actually looked apologetic. “He does not want 
you for yourself, senorita. It’s not personal. He wanted you 
so that he could get back at your boyfriend. Because Ramos 
believes that losing his woman would hurt him, and more, 
make him feel powerless, as a man.” He shook his head, but 
turned his attention back onto the road. “I do believe that 
hurting Peter Alvarez is the only thing that is important to 
Miguel Ramos anymore, and | think perhaps that hatred and 
thirst for revenge will be his downfall.” 

Peter’s woman? She wasn’t Peter’s woman. She opened 
her mouth to say as much, and then snapped it shut again. 

Protesting her identity wouldn't likely help because she’d 
already been taken. If she tried to convince this man he’d 
grabbed the wrong woman, she doubted he’d just let her go. 
No, it would be better to say nothing. 

At least this way, Tracy—who was Peter’s woman—would 
be protected. In the meantime, she had to try and figure out 
a way to escape. She’d seen no gun, but that didn’t mean 
the man wasn’t armed. He seemed to be in a talkative 
mood. It would be smart to take advantage of that. 

“Where are you taking me now?” She hated that her voice 
came out so scared and wimpy sounding. The headache 
really was taking its toll on her. 

“Someplace where we can rest and be undisturbed. A 
place | know of, that no one else does.” He looked over at 
her, his eyes doing a quick scan of her. 

Perhaps the wimpy tone helped, because he said, “You 
can rest there, and | think there is some aspirin there. | want 
you to feel better. It will go better for me with your family if 
you're feeling better.” 


Julia nodded, then lapsed into silence. It sounded to her 
as if he was leaning toward ransoming her to her family. 
Whoever this man was he didn’t seem to have a mean or 
evil streak in him. 

As well, he’d told her something that eased her fear 
considerably. They were heading to a place and staying 
there, which meant he was unlikely to change vehicles. Her 
cell phone was still in the trunk, and still “on.” 

All she had to do was keep it together until help arrived— 
unless something changed. If an opportunity arose to get 
the upper hand with this man, she'd take it. 

She'd feel a lot better if she were in control of the 
situation when her rescuers arrived. 

x OK OK OX 

Juan Pecos realized he hadn’t thought as far ahead as he 
would have liked. He hadn’t planned on taking the woman— 
Julia Benedict—when he had. He’d thought he would wait, 
decide for certain what he would do with her, first. 

But then her car had passed him on that road not far from 
her boyfriend’s house, and he’d taken his chance. 

And he'd gotten away, was now well far away from Lusty. 

Juan stepped off the small wooden porch and made his 
way around the old line shack. The building had been here 
for as long as he could remember. At one time, he imagined 
it had been inhabited by cowboys moving cattle, either for a 
local rancher, or as part of a larger drive toward Waco and 
the Chisholm Trail. Perhaps the occasional rustler or other 
outlaw had used the tiny structure to evade capture, to lay 
low and plan. 

Juan would never apologize for the life he had led. In the 
Barrio, where jobs were scarce, and hunger high, a man did 
what he could to bring food to the table. As the oldest of ten 
children, he’d found ways at an early age to make money. 
Never a lot, but always enough to help. He’d fallen in with 
Ramos several years before, and for the most part, the work 
required nothing he was uncomfortable with. 


Until he’d taken the Benedict woman, he’d done nothing 
to court the noose. He’d known the risk he took. The only 
question on his mind was a simple one. Did he return her to 
her family, bargaining with them directly, or did he deliver 
the woman to Ramos? 

Miguel Ramos could be cold-blooded and deadly, as Pecos 
had seen firsthand. He had little doubt that in Ramos’s 
hands, the woman would either be raped or killed. Probably 
both, and the evidence sent to her lover to torture him. 
Otherwise, why bother to take her? 

He stopped outside the back window. He could just see 
inside, to the old bedstead with its bare mattress and its 
tied and sleeping occupant. 

He doubted the puny woman would be able to free 
herself. He’d handcuffed her, but not cruelly, and secured 
her to the bed. She seemed about as weak and soft as he’d 
expect a rich man’s daughter to be. 

He’d left a light burning on the one other piece of 
furniture in the room—an old dresser—so that there would 
be no surprises for either of them. This way he could peer 
into the room and assure himself she was still there—and 
when she awoke, she would be unlikely to panic. 

Her awakening in the dark would only cause her to panic 
and hurt herself. 

She has done nothing to deserve being handed over to 
Ramos. The moment Juan let that thought into his mind, 
once he acknowledged the truth of it, he knew he’d made a 
decision and it was the right one. 

He would wait for a day—long enough for the woman's 
family to know that she was indeed missing. Then he would 
contact them, and advise them how they could recover her. 

He wouldn’t ask for too much, even though the Benedicts 
of Lusty, Texas, were reputed to be billionaires. 

Two million dollars. | can make a new Iife with two million 
dollars. 


It was a significant enough sum of money so that her 
family would take him seriously, yet not so much that they 
would have difficulty getting their hands on it. 

Juan patted the outside of his pocket that held his cell 
phone, a new one he’d purchased just a couple of days 
before. Prepaid, untraceable, it would serve him well. 

Yes, that’s what he’d do. He’d wait until tomorrow 
evening, and then he’d send them a message. 

x OK OK OX 

Drew kept the expression on his face purposefully blank. 
Standing back as Dev led a briefing before a mission had 
never been hard for him. His faith in his best friend—his 
brother—was absolute. 

Especially now, at this moment, for this, the most 
important mission they’d ever undertaken. 

“There’s been no movement for the last three hours. 
Either Julia’s phone has been found and tossed, or our 
kidnapper has stopped moving.” 

Neither of them would voice the third alternative, the one 
possibility that secretly and between them they couldn’t 
make go away, the one that chilled them both to the bone. 

The third possibility was that Julia’s body had been 
dumped. Drew thought if that happened, if they somehow 
lost her, he’d die himself. 

He looked up, met Dev’s gaze, and knew he felt the exact 
same way. 

“I believe they’ve stopped moving, and have hunkered 
down for the night. No reason not to. As far as he or they 
know, they’ve gotten away clean. There have been no alerts 
issued, and the fact that Julia’s missing hasn’t been reported 
by any of the major news outlets.” 

The others present in the hangar that housed Kendall 
Aviation kept silent. Morgan and Henry Kendall both looked 
like what they were—men who'd been in this kind of life-or- 
death situation before. That wasn’t to say they weren’t 


worried. Even though he’d not known them long, Drew could 
read the concern, and yes, the anger in their eyes. 

Tracy and Tamara sat side by side, their faces pale, their 
eyes red rimmed. Adam Kendall, Lusty’s sheriff, had insisted 
that Dev and Drew take the lead today, that they put 
together the rescue mission. Adam’s brother, Jordan, along 
with Peter Alvarez and Julia’s triplet brothers rounded out 
the group gathered in front of the map board. 

Mitchell Grafton had provided up-to-date intel so that 
they’d been able to track the movements of Julia’s cell 
phone. Just a half hour before, they’d managed to patch the 
satellite feed into the computer here. Now their intel was as 
instant as it was reliable. The sun was setting, the 
kidnappers had gone to ground, and it appeared that the 
time for action was finally at hand. 

Thank God. | just want to get her and get home. 

“Henry’s going to fly Drew and me in the helicopter and 
drop us down about two miles from where the signal is 
Originating.” He pointed to a place on the map, a spot that 
was just a few miles from the city of Rocksprings, Texas. 

“He didn’t travel far,” Morgan said. Leaning back against 
the desk they’d carried from the office into the open area of 
the hangar he considered the map. “Good elevation there. 
Rocksprings is on a plateau, | believe.” 

“Yeah,” Dev said. “We've had a look at some satellite 
imagery of the area. We have a pretty good idea what to 
expect.” He used his finger to circle the target area. “Rural, 
elevation around 2,000 feet, vegetation a mix of scrub and 
trees. And rocks, plenty of rocks. The city itself is on the 
plateau, as you said. They’re not in the city. We think 
they’ve got her in some kind of a simple structure about 
midway up that formation, but off the beaten path.” 

“Nothing showed up on the satellite images,” Drew said, 
“but there were a lot of shadows, and a lot of vegetation 
there.” Drew had never had so much trouble focusing on the 
minutiae of a mission before. He inhaled sharply. He had to 


put aside the fact that this rescue mission was to find and 
Save the woman he loved. Using every bit of will at his 
command he did just that, and focused his gaze back on the 
map. “Our best chance is to go in fast, on foot, and after 
dark. We have no idea who has her, how well armed he or 
they are, or how Julia is being held. We don’t know—” He 
had to take one moment to push back his fear, to swallow 
the lump that wanted to choke his throat and tear his eyes. 
“We don’t know what condition she’s in.” Too easily he could 
recall the sight of all that blood—Julia’s blood—that had 
drenched the dash in her car and bits of broken plastic from 
the dispersed air bag. “There’s been no ransom demand 
yet, and that lends credence to Peter’s theory. One thing to 
consider is that if Miguel Ramos is behind this, he likely 
ordered that she not be hurt until he’s there. He’d want to 
make certain he has Peter’s attention, first.” 

“We've asked for a title and records search to see if that 
property is connected to Ramos in any way,” Peter said. “On 
the surface, the answer would seem to be no. My friends in 
Washington are still digging. I’ve also been advised that as 
of an hour ago, that bastard was still holed up at his base in 
Culiacan.” 

“Do we know how much longer Julia’s cell phone will keep 
transmitting?” Richard Benedict looked considerably more 
haggard than he had the last time Drew had seen him at 
Lusty Appetites. His brothers looked even more so. 

It occurred to Drew that Richard, too, was aware of that 
third alternative and was just as determined not to give it 
any credence. 

“She had it plugged in overnight, last night,” Drew said. 
“It was fully charged when she turned it on around ten this 
morning. Should go another twenty-four hours, easily.” 

“Good.” He looked like he wanted to say more. Since he 
was the ranking member of the Benedict family present, no 
one thought to deny him the right. 


Richard looked at Drew, and then Dev. Then he scanned 
the rest of the people—family, or soon-to-be family, all. 

“Everyone’s been put on alert. That means, effectively, 
we have all the phone lines into all of our businesses and all 
of our houses being monitored. Any call that comes in from 
the kidnappers will be routed here. | don’t have to remind 
y’all that it’s been the family’s policy—hell the Town Trust’s 
policy, come to that—to never negotiate with kidnappers.” 

Drew’s temper soared, and he took one step toward 
Richard, ready to lay him flat with one punch. He stopped 
when that man held up his hand. 

“But this is my sister who’s been taken, and I don’t give a 
fuck what the policy is, or how much I have to pay to get her 
back. She’s worth everything | have.” 

“We'll get her back.” Drew let his anger toward Benedict 
go. He said the words with utter confidence, and not only 
because he believed them. 

The plain truth was that no other outcome was 
acceptable. 

His gaze met Dev’s, and he saw the same total resolve in 
his eyes. 

“Damn right we will.” Dev stood silently as Drew had seen 
him do so many times, until everyone turned their attention 
to him. 

“Okay, we know our objective, and where we're going. 
Let’s get our equipment together and bring Julia home.” 

“I think | have most of what you’re going to need,” Adam 
Kendall said. Then he smiled, a feral kind of smile that Drew 
had no difficulty interpreting. 

“No offence, Sheriff,” Dev said, “but some of what we 
need isn’t exactly standard issue.” 

“None taken, Lieutenant Commander,” Adam replied. “l 
may not be a SEAL, but I’m not without my resources. | 
made a few calls earlier. Come and see what I’ve gathered 
together for you.” 


Drew met Dev’s gaze. It was good to know they weren't 
the only ones who’d do whatever it took to get Julia back. 
They were used to being dropped and then left to their own 
wits to succeed. 

Having an entire town at their backs would likely make all 
the difference in the world. 


Chapter 13 


At the sound of the approaching footsteps, Miguel Ramos 
turned from contemplating the view of the ocean over the 
cliffs. The man who'd arrived owed his loyalty to no one. He 
worked simply for money, one contract at a time. He’d 
introduced himself as Mr. Talbot, and Ramos recognized his 
ilk. Mr. Talbot was a stone-cold killer—but he was also a 
businessman. 

Ramos was beginning to think the entire concept of 
loyalty had become passé. The only thing he could truthfully 
count on was the greed of those he’d hired. He understood 
that some of his people thought he was on the downward 
Slope, and that his power waned. He dared not bring any of 
them close, for he knew several of them would slit his throat 
if given half the chance. 

This man he’d hired cared nothing for his organization. He 
only cared for the money. Ramos felt confidence in him, for 
if he wanted to continue to get paid, he would continue to 
do his bidding. 

“Do you have something to report?” 

“Yes, sir. Pecos’s car has stopped moving. He’s still in 
Texas but several hundred miles southwest from Lusty, 
where he’d been almost constantly for the last few days. | 
have his current location pinpointed on a map.” 

Miguel Ramos nodded. When Juan had been here, 
receiving his bonus and his new orders, Ramos had ordered 
a GPS tracking device placed on his car. 

He’d failed to keep a proper control of the situation when 
he’d hired young Manny Ramirez to kill Peter Alvarez. 

That was a mistake he would not make again. 

“Are there any reports of a missing young woman from 
Lusty?” 

“My partner has been monitoring the official police 
frequencies—both local and State—and there’s been 


nothing so far.” 

Ramos tilted his head, because the man’s tone told him 
there was more. “But?” 

“But there have been a lot of people, including the sheriff, 
holed up at the airfield outside of town since late afternoon 
today, including a couple of men who look like pros. My 
partner pegs them either as Rangers or Navy SEALs.” 

Ramos thought about that for a moment. “It makes sense 
to me that if the good people of Lusty, Texas, found one of 
their women missing, they would want to handle the 
situation without arousing media attention. They would take 
care of it themselves.” 

“Sir, | can’t say for certain one way or the other if one of 
the women is missing, or not. Perhaps Pecos did follow your 
orders. Or perhaps he changed his mind and rabbited. You 
ask me, my money’s on the latter. Juan Pecos, for 
everything I’ve learned of him, is nothing more than a bit 
player. | really doubt he’d have the stomach to kidnap a 
woman.” 

Ramos wondered if this new man—this mercenary—was 
trying to curry favor by casting Pecos in a poor light. But 
then he reasoned the man had no motivation to do so. He 
didn’t have to worry about appearing competent at the 
expense of another. He only needed to worry about 
completing the assignment. 

Ramos turned back to his view as he considered the 
situation. Juan Pecos had left Lusty, Texas. He’d either 
decided against doing what he had been ordered to do, or 
he’d succeeded in grabbing the woman. 

If he succeeded, then why hasn't he called me? 

Ramos was pretty certain he knew the answer to that. 
He’d only recently spent time and money having that small 
town, and the people who lived there, investigated. 

Lusty, Texas, appeared to be an enclave for the super 
rich. Three families dominated the town, and their net 
worth, combined, was astronomical. Ramos had also been 


able to find out that Alvarez’s woman was a member of one 
of those families—though he did not yet know her actual 
identity. 

If Juan Pecos had indeed taken the woman, and he had 
not called to tell Ramos of it, to arrange to have her 
delivered, then it was clear the little bastard intended to 
double-cross him, to perhaps ransom the woman back to 
her family. 

Yes, that is what he has done. I sense it. | know it. Again | 
am betrayed by one to whom I have offered nothing but 
kindness! 

“I suppose there is only one way for me to know for 
certain whether or not Senor Pecos has done as ordered, or 
become a coward.” He turned and looked at the mercenary, 
a big, unsmiling man far smarter than most of the people 
who worked for Ramos. 

Talbot nodded. “Yes, sir, there is.” 

A man like Mr. Talbot didn’t look like the sort who would 
have any difficulty carrying out his orders, no matter what 
impediments stood in the way—or what that order might be. 

“I’m not supposed to enter the United States. There is, | 
believe, a warrant out for my arrest. But | very much want 
to go and see Juan Pecos for myself.” 

“You're paying us enough, Senor Ramos. Getting you into 
the United States won’t be a problem.” 

“Good.” Ramos hadn't revealed why he’d wanted a 
woman taken. Now he said, “My adversary at this time is a 
Special Agent working for the American DEA. He may, in 
fact, be personally involved in whatever situation Juan has 
landed himself in. We will likely encounter him, and perhaps 
his friends. They will be armed.” 

“Shooting accidents happen all the time. Even to Special 
Agents working for the DEA.” 

Miguel Ramos nodded once, that simple gesture 
conveying a wealth of information. Ramos’s nod meant 
agreement, resolve, and regret for only one thing. 


He should have hired men like Mr. Talbot a long time ago. 
x kx OK OX 

Julia held herself perfectly still, her eyes open to just the 
barest slit, her breathing deep and even. She didn’t know if 
her ‘sleeping act’ was being bought or not, but she so 
desperately wanted her captor to buy it, to buy it and leave 
her the hell alone. 

He stood by the open door, a lit lantern in one hand, and 
She felt his gaze intent upon her. She supposed he was 
watching her, trying to determine if she was awake or 
asleep. 

She really wasn’t worried that he would molest her or 
harm her in the next little while. But her headache had 
eased considerably, and with the receding pain came the 
growing realization that the best thing she could do was to 
get herself the hell out of this shack in the middle of 
nowhere. 

The longer she allowed this situation to continue, the 
more ugly the outcome could be. 

Julia couldn’t say why she felt that way, but the urge to 
escape had become a shout in her thoughts, so loud it 
overwhelmed everything else. 

Run, run, run! 

She had to force a calm she didn’t feel and continue to 
play possum. 

Her captor had left the door fully open since he’d cuffed 
her to the frame of this small bed upon their arrival. He’d let 
her free just once, so she could pee. She'd still been groggy 
with pain at the time, but had taken the opportunity to have 
a good look at the rest of this shack. She’d acted fully 
cowed, so as to make the man believe she posed no threat, 
either to him personally, or of escape. 

The bathroom consisted of just a toilet and a sink with no 
running water, with the rest of the place being nothing more 
than a small room with a door and one window. The 


furnishings she would call garage-sale bare minimum—an 
old sofa and a kitchen-style table with two wooden chairs. 

When the man had brought her a simple bowl of cold, 
canned pasta and a cup of water for her dinner, she’d 
consumed the meal timidly, keeping her eyes down, 
continuing the role of meek captive. 

Subterfuge was one of the few weapons she had, and she 
meant to make the most of it. 

Julia decided her best route for escape would be out the 
window of this small bedroom she was in. All she needed 
was time to try and figure out how to get out of these cuffs, 
and time to get that window open. 

Finally the man turned from the door. Then he stopped, 
turned to face her again. She’d kept her eyes nearly all the 
way closed, but she could see enough to see that reached 
forward. 

Julia stopped breathing. Had she been wrong about him? 
It took every scrap of iron in her to remain as she had been, 
the very image of a deeply sleeping woman. 

In the next instant, she heard a creak as he pulled the 
door, not completely closed, but about halfway so. 

This was even better than she’d dared hoped for. 

Time slowed to a crawl as Julia continued to lie perfectly 
still, eyes remaining opened to tiny slits, waiting. The 
instinct for urgency and the urge for caution fought within 
her. She had no idea what time it was, except that it was 
nighttime. Her watch had gone missing, and she figured it 
had likely fallen off her wrist while she’d been unconscious 
in that bastard’s trunk. 

Only a few moments later the dim light from the oil lamp 
went out. She heard another creak, and realized the man 
had settled on that old sofa in the other room. 

Would he fall asleep, or would he, like her, remain 
vigilant, alert and on guard? 

Julia had her answer several minutes later when her ears 
picked up a new sound, a low rumble. The sound came 


again, and then again, settling into a slow, steady rhythm. 

Her captor had fallen asleep and was snoring! 

Julia listened a few moments more, until she was certain 
he was, indeed, asleep. Slowly, careful of every movement, 
she pushed the single thin blanket off her, and turned onto 
her right side. 

Her right wrist was encased in one side of the handcuffs, 
while the other circled a part of the small bed frame. Her 
eyes had adjusted to the mostly dark environs. The moon, 
full and not quite at the optimum angle to light the room, 
nonetheless relieved the blackness a little. 

Grasping the metal of the restraint so it wouldn’t clang 
against the bed, she eased herself from the low bed to the 
floor, turning so that she crouched, facing the bed and her 
cuffed wrist. 

The bed had to be over fifty years old, and was of simple 
construction. Julia ran her hand over the cool, rough metal. 
Hollow tubes, not solid metal bars, made up the frame for 
this piece of furniture. 

Earlier when she’d been lying on it, she’d had the sense 
the bed wasn’t as solid as it should have been. She tested 
that theory now, using her hand to jiggle the frame. The 
creak of metal pierced her hearing and she froze, held her 
breath, and scrunched her eyes closed as she listened. To 
her, the sound had seemed as loud as an explosion. 

From the next room the snoring stopped...and then 
started again, a soft brrr of a rumble that right then had to 
be the sweetest thing she’d ever heard. 

Julia exhaled quietly, her entire body weak with relief. She 
rested her head against the edge of the thin mattress. 

That had been way too close. She needed to be careful, 
quiet and careful. She lifted her head, immediately irate at 
herself because a tear tracked down her cheek. 

Unthinking, she reached with her right hand to wipe it. 
Restrained by the handcuff, her hand stopped in midair. And 
then came forward just a tiny bit more. 


Julia blinked and looked down at where the other side of 
the cuff was fastened. Her captor had locked it at the joint 
of the last of the thin, round “headboard” rails and the 
horizontal bar of the frame. She looked closer and saw a 
crack where the two pieces of metal met. 

Barely daring to hope, she put her hand on the headboard 
rail and tested its strength. It moved, ever so slightly, time 
and wear obviously having broken the weld that had 
Originally fastened the rail in place. 

It also wiggled as if it would rotate, as if it were a giant 
screw, primed to be unscrewed. Working quietly, she twisted 
and turned and pulled that round piece of metal, doing her 
best to keep the motions unobtrusive, doing her best to be 
silent. Her heart pounded loudly in her chest, and she felt a 
line of sweat forming on her forehead. 

She was close, so close to success. And then the metal 
jammed, refusing to move any more. 

“Fuck.” Her epithet, just above a whisper, made her 
cringe again, and listen. Her captor snored on, and Julia 
licked her lips and focused on the tiny piece of metal tubing. 

She wanted to tug on it with all her might, but worried the 
noise of that would certainly awaken the man in the next 
room. 

“Duh.” Julia uttered the word of epiphany and 
immediately closed her eyes. 

If ever there was a time to not talk to herself aloud, surely 
that time was now. She reached for that thin blanket that so 
recently had provided inadequate warmth. Because it was 
thin, she was able to wrap it around her hand and the 
headboard rail. She tucked it in tightly, closed her eyes, and 
said a little prayer for success. Then she braced her body 
against the bed proper and gave that piece of metal as 
mighty a yank as she could manage. 

With a muffled snap, the round bar came free of the bed 
frame. 


Julia quickly unwrapped the blanket and tossed it aside, 
and smiled when she then slid the other end of the handcuff 
off the larger metal bar. 

Okay, step one complete. Detach self from bed. Now for 
step two. Get the hell out of here. 

She gained her feet and moved very cautiously toward 
the window. Old-fashioned, the glass was just one pane held 
within a wooden frame. She used the fingers of her left hand 
to feel the top of the window. No lock. So far, so good. She 
took a moment to slip the dangling end of the cuff onto her 
thumb, to stop the restraint from swinging and possibly 
banging noisily against the glass. 

She looked behind her once, assured herself the door to 
the room remained at a half closed position. Listening, she 
could hear the soft snoring that told her the man who'd 
taken her slept on, oblivious to her actions. 

Nodding to herself once, she put both hands on the top of 
the window frame, palms flush against the wood at an 
angle, inhaled deeply, and pushed. 

Nothing happened. 

Julia blinked her eyes, took a moment to scan the frame. 
She couldn’t have come this far only to fail now. She’d been 
lucky up to now, but doubted that luck would hold long 
enough to allow her to creep past her abductor and sneak 
out the front door. 

That door, like the bedroom one, creaked on hinges long 
in need of oil. 

If she was at home, she’d smack the window frame all the 
way around good and hard to unstick it. Of course, that was 
totally out of the question here. 

She could only try again, and then again, and hope the 
wood would eventually surrender to her will. The weather 
had been dry lately, which meant that wood swollen with 
humidity in the heat of summer should still be dryer and 
therefore contracted now. 


Failure simply wasn’t an option. She had to get herself out 
of here. If she couldn’t open the window then she would 
take her chances, sneak past him, and run like hell. 

She’d had a pretty good look at the man who'd taken her. 
She had to be a good ten years younger—and hopefully ten 
years faster—than he. 

She still had her Nikes on, and her clothing, so running for 
her life shouldn’t be a problem. 

l'm going to spend the rest of my life being grateful that | 
was kidnapped by the most inept kidnapper in the world. 

At least she would if she managed to get out of this mess. 

Closing her eyes, she put her hands back on the window 
frame once more, gathered her strength, and heaved 
upward, a steady push that made her arms tremble with 
effort and her headache pound anew. 

Did it move, just a little? She thought she’d felt just the 
tiniest give, and had heard just the littlest bit of friction, 
wood on wood. 

Crap, if only | had a knife or something | could use to 
break the seal... 

Julia’s thought drifted off as she looked down at the 
handcuffs. The heel of the restraints each had a small, 
Square piece of metal jutting out. She had no idea what the 
heck for, but maybe, just maybe, she could use that. 

Since the protrusion wasn’t very long it wouldn’t be able 
to penetrate the space between window frame and 
casement very deeply. But it might be enough. 

Julia looked over her shoulder again, just to be sure the 
door was still mostly closed. She listened and yes, there was 
that soft snore. 

Good. 

She used her left hand and fit the piece of metal between 
frame and casement. It just barely wedged in. Slowly, she 
drew it down, wincing at the rough chewing sound, but 
determined to do this. 

Hurry, hurry, hurry! 


Julia had no idea why her instincts were screaming at her. 
She simply listened to them and worked as quickly as she 
could. 

Finally she’d run the metal along the entire window edge, 
even the top. She prayed it would be enough. 

Getting into position one more time, hands on the frame, 
feet braced, she inhaled deeply, closed her eyes, and 
shoved for all she was worth. 

Spots formed behind her closed eyelids as she kept up 
the pressure, pushing, pushing, until she thought she just 
might pass out. 

And then the window moved. Julia stopped and rested for 
one moment. No longer caring how much noise she made, 
she pulled the window down, then resumed her hard upward 
thrust. 

It moved again, rising slowly, slowly, before it stopped. 
Julia stood back and examined the gap. 

Not enough for her to go out feetfirst, but headfirst she 
might be able to manage. It would be tight, but she had no 
choice, she had to go now. 

She looked down at her chest. Sorry, girls, this is going to 
hurt. 

Hands out the opening first, she stretched up on her toes, 
ducked her head under the edge of the wood and levered 
herself up. She winced as her breasts became scrunched in 
the small opening, but wiggled herself, gaining an inch at a 
time. She meant to keep her hands outstretched, but 
impatience had her grabbing the casement, pushing against 
it to finish the job of escaping. 

She wiggled once more, and the moment her hips were 
through the opening, her body fell out. 

Julia just barely got a hand up to protect her already 
abused head. 

Free. Thank God. Now all she had to do was run. 

She got to her feet, took one last look inside the room 
she'd just escaped. 


The sound of a vehicle approaching accompanied by the 
sweep of headlights on her right startled her. Before she 
could turn and run, an arm slid around her and grabbed her 
hard, and a hand clamped tightly over her mouth. 


Chapter 14 


They’d decided to take turns as they waited for news, 
waited for Dev and Drew to rescue Julia. Adam had insisted 
on taking the first shift. Morgan was stretched out in the 
other hangar, making use of the sofa in the waiting area. 
Henry had returned from dropping the SEALs nearly an hour 
before and was busy checking over the helicopter, making 
Sure it was ready to go at a moment’s notice. 

“Thought I’d keep you company.” 

Adam looked up and met his brother Jake’s gaze. 
“Appreciate it. | pulled a double last night and today so Matt 
and Steven could take Kelsey to Dallas for a minivacation, 
thinking I’d crash when Jasper came on duty at six. So I’m 
glad to have you as backup, now.” 

“You could have called him.” Jake pulled a chair over and 
sat next to him. 

Adam watched him as he swept his gaze over the map 
they’d left tacked up, then down to the phone and the 
special shortwave receiver. When Dev and Drew were ready 
for pickup, they’d use their cell phones if they could, or their 
GPS emergency signal if they could not. Adam knew Jake 
recognized all the equipment they’d set up, recognized it 
and knew how to use it all. Like most of the men in the 
families, he’d spent some time in the military. In Jake’s case, 
that was a few years in the National Guard. 

“Matt would have come back if he’d known he was 
needed here.” Jake gave Adam a level look. “Knowing Matt, 
he'll be pissed that you didn’t call him back.” 

“I know.” He did know and had actually considered 
making that call. “But they’ve not had a lot of time together 
away from work, just the three of them since they got 
married. | can be a little tired for one day. It’s no big deal.” 

“A little tired? Hell, man, you look ready to keel over. I’ve 
seen dead men who looked better than you do right now.” 


“Oh, yeah? Well, if you think I look bad, you should have a 
gander in a mirror, brother mine. You don’t look so hot 
there, yourself, Ace.” 

“Well boy howdy, listen to the two of you go on! Just the 
way | imagine Benny would be if’n he had a brother—and 
he’s only six years old.” 

Adam turned in his chair. He smiled slowly and bit back 
the urge to make a smart-ass comment. 

There, just inside the door and holding a large covered 
container, stood their sweet Ginny Rose. She had her hair 
pulled back and up in a perky ponytail. Stray wisps of hair 
had escaped her attempt to tame them, curling around a 
face that glowed with health and a light coat of perspiration. 

Adam didn’t have to make eye contact with Jake to know 
his brother sat feeling just as tongue-tied and enamored as 
he. They were both of them totally, completely, and forever 
head over heels in love with Ms. Virginia Rose. 

Waiting for Ginny to gain her starch enough so that they 
could begin to do something about it was the hardest thing 
he or Jake had ever had to do. 

“Hey there, Ginny. What are you doing out here so late at 
night? And what do you have there?” As ever, Adam made 
sure he moved cautiously. He got to his feet, smiled, and 
walked slowly toward her. 

In his capacity as sheriff, he’d been the one to take 
Ginny’s statement after she’d escaped from Deke Walters, 
when he and Matt and Kelsey had brought her safely back to 
Lusty. He’d probably never know why in those turbulent 
hours she’d allowed him that close to her. She’d certainly 
been skittish of him ever since. 

Adam knew he would never forget the sight of those 
angry red welts covering Ginny’s body. The cop in him had 
been meticulous in documenting the assault. The warrior in 
him had simply wanted to avenge her. 

He hadn't fallen in love with her right away. He’d watched 
the shy, fragile woman grow in confidence. He’d seen the 


shadows of fear recede with each day she lived in his town. 
As he’d taken in her absolute devotion to her son, he’d 
realized the feelings he had for her were more than friendly, 
and more than anything he’d ever felt for any woman 
before. 

He’d been pretty certain she was meant to be theirs. 
When Jake had met her and then fallen for her almost 
instantly, Adam had known without a doubt that she was. 

“| heard about Julia, of course and I...” Ginny shivered. “l 
wanted to do something. Peter told me that you and Jake 
were likely here, monitoring the radio, waiting for word. It’s 
not much, but | thought I could at least bring the two of you 
some dinner.” 

“Thank you, honey.” Jake relieved her of the container 
and then lifted the lid. “Spaghetti and meatballs, and it 
smells heavenly.” 

Adam reached out and took her hand and drew her closer. 
A pretty blush kissed her face, just as he longed to. 

I’ve waited long enough. 

He thought Ginny must have read his intention on his 
face, because her eyes widened suddenly. Yet the entire 
time he continued to gently pull her closer, she didn’t resist 
him. 

“That was very thoughtful of you, sweet Ginny. I’m 
looking forward to tasting the dinner you brought us. But 
not nearly as much as I’m looking forward to tasting you.” 

She was close enough now that Adam was able to slip one 
arm around her. He felt her trembling, and he understood 
that she felt a little bit afraid. Oh, not of them. But of the 
way she felt when she was near them. 

“Will you let us kiss you?” 

She looked down, and Adam sensed she was battling an 
inner demon. As much as he wanted to wage that war for 
her, he understood it was her battle, and he had to respect 
her enough to let her fight it. 


He felt Jake move closer, and knew Ginny sensed his 
closeness, too. 

She licked her lips, then raised her head. She met his 
gaze, then Jake’s, before turning her attention back to Adam 
once more. 

“I was never going to even look at another man, ever 
again. I’ve made two mistakes. The last one nearly killed 
me.” 

Adam felt his heart break for her, not just for what she’d 
been through. She judged herself too harshly, he thought. 
So he kept his voice gentle. “We know that, sweetheart.” 

“And then | came here, and here you both are and l...” 
Her eyes reflected the entire range of emotions Adam felt 
certain must be going through her. 

“Just let us kiss you, baby,” Adam said. “Give us one 
taste. We won't ask for more than that tonight.” 

“We won’t ask for one damn thing more than you're 
willing to give us.” Jake moved his hand slowly down her 
back, his touch as gentle, Adam knew, as his words had 
been. 

“I do want to kiss you. | want to kiss you both. | just—” 

“Shh.” Adam touched her cheek, a one-finger caress 
meant to reassure her. “Wanting is reason enough. Give me 
your mouth, sweet Ginny. I’ve dreamed of this, it feels like, 
forever.” 

Ginny trembled once, and then sent him a look he had no 
trouble interpreting, a look that made his blood heat and his 
cock harden. 

She kept her eyes open as his mouth settled on hers, a 
singularly unique experience that told him she considered 
herself a full partner in this moment. 

Her flavor teased him, her lips soft and moist, and 
trembling, he’d bet, with a combination of nerves and 
desire. His gaze never leaving hers, he let his tongue slip 
out and caress the soft seam of her lips. 


Ginny sighed softly. Her eyelids fluttered closed, and she 
leaned just that much closer to him, giving him her weight. 

Adam wrapped both arms around her and took his kiss 
deep. He drank from her, taking her nectar into himself and 
nearly groaned aloud with the joy and the pleasure that 
flooded him. 

Finally. She was all he’d imagined and so very, very much 
more. 

He wanted all of her. Adam longed to ease her down to 
the floor, uncover and kiss every delectable inch of her, and 
then plunge into her again and again and again. Soon. He 
knew that time would come, and before too long. 

Forcing a serenity he didn’t feel, Adam ended the kiss, his 
lips hovering close to hers. He brought his arms from around 
her and gently cupped her shoulders with his hands. When 
Ginny opened her eyes and blinked, he smiled, kissed her 
nose, then nudged her toward Jake. 

“What a sexy look you’re wearing,” Jake said. Less 
restrained than Adam, Jake kissed her, his mouth appearing 
ravenous on hers. Ginny groaned, and Jake eased up. 
Weaning his lips from hers, he kissed both her cheeks, then 
stepped back, so that he stood even with Adam. 

Ginny opened her eyes and looked from one to the other 
of them. “You’ve short-circuited my brain.” 

“That’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me,” Jake 
said. 

“Mm, it is,” Adam agreed. He reached out, one hand, to 
lightly stroke her right arm. “We’d never hurt you, Ginny. 
Swear to God.” 

“I know.” Her gaze went soft. She reached up, caressed 
Adam’s cheek, and then Jake’s. “I don’t Know much else at 
the moment, but | do know that.” 

She pulled away, and they let her go. For a long moment 
she simply looked at them. Then she tilted her head to one 
side. “Miz Bernice came over earlier, sayin’ she needed her 
Benny fix. | don’t want to abuse the favor of her staying with 


him while | brought your dinner over. | best be getting on 
back.” 

“We'll let you know when Julia’s back home, safe and 
sound,” Adam said. 

“I'd be grateful. I’m frightened for her.” 

“Her men won't let anything bad happen to her, Ginny,” 
Jake said. 

Ginny’s smile turned sad. “Sometimes bad things happen, 
anyway.” 

Adam’s gaze followed her as Ginny exited the hangar. Her 
little car was right there, and he and Jake watched as she 
got in it and drove off. 

“Dessert before dinner,” Jake said. “I like it. | like it a lot.” 
He scooped up the container of food she’d brought. “I'll go 
heat this up for us. We can eat it while we monitor the 
equipment.” 

“My thoughts, exactly.” 

Adam continued to stand and stare at the spot where 
Ginny’s car had been parked. Her parting words resonated 
inside Adam. He understood more than most that when a 
woman’s sense of safety had been shattered, it could take 
years to restore it, if it would be restored at all. 

He’d despaired, in the past, wondering if Ginny could ever 
learn to trust again. Here, at this moment, on this night, he 
began to believe that maybe she would, and sooner than 
he’d ever dared believe possible. 

x kx OK XK 

“Shh. We have to be very quiet. Can you walk, baby doll? 
Nod if the answer is yes.” 

Julia nearly collapsed in relief as those softly whispered 
words, Dev’s words, caressed the shell of her ear. 

She managed a bit of a nod then closed her eyes as that 
movement caused a wave of pain to wash through her. 

Just then, the skid of brakes was quickly followed by car 
doors being slammed. A pounding, and then the sound of 


wood splintering jolted her. Whoever had arrived by car had 
just broken down the front door of the dilapidated cabin. 

She'd gotten out just in time. 

In the next instant Julia found herself hefted and 
practically tossed over Dev’s shoulder. She didn’t need a 
play-by-play narrative to tell her that all hell had just broken 
loose inside that shack. Her men were running, seriously 
running, away from the scene. 

Urgency pulsed off the two of them in waves. Upside 
down and dangling, Julia gritted her teeth to stop from 
crying out as the rough treatment hurt her already abused 
body. 

Gunshots exploded into the night air, and Julia felt certain 
that her kidnapper, whoever he was, had just been killed. 
Then the sound of Dev’s curse and the near whistle of a 
bullet whizzing past told her the kidnapper wasn’t the only 
one in trouble. 

“Go!” 

Drew’s command, low and insistent, followed by Dev’s 
grunt, frightened her. Where was Drew going? What was 
happening? The gunfire increased, some of it sounding very 
close-by. Julia realized Drew fired back. That sound changed, 
moving away, and she understood he’d taken a different 
path, attempting to draw the gunfire of their enemy away 
from her and Dev. 

Dev pivoted and changed direction, but ran steadily on. 
The pace jarred, and Julia prayed she wouldn’t cry out or 
worse, that she wouldn’t throw up. The world morphed into 
fast-moving brush viewed upside down. She closed her 
eyes, only to open them again almost instantly, because 
closing them had only made the dizziness behind her eyes 
seem worse. It felt as if Dev was running in a zigzagging 
kind of pattern, and she marveled at his stamina. She was 
no featherweight, but he wasn’t even breathing hard. The 
gunfire grew steadily quieter and more distant. 

Oh, God, let Drew be all right. 


It felt as if they were going downhill now, and Julia used 
her hands to hold on to Dev’s belt, doing her best to brace 
herself and cushion the ride. She didn’t know if her touch 
helped or hindered the man, but since he didn’t complain, 
she just held on. Finally after what felt like forever, but what 
was probably no more than ten minutes, Dev slowed down, 
then stopped and gently lowered her to the ground. She 
realized he’d set her against a rock wall in some sort of a 
shadowed area. 

Julia groaned, unable to hold the sound back a moment 
longer. 

“I’m sorry, Julia.” Dev’s tone held remorse. She waved her 
hand even as she tried to breathe deeply to avert emptying 
her stomach. 

“Here’s some water, sweetheart. Have a couple of sips, 
just little ones.” He pressed a canteen against her lips. 

The cold water tasted good against her tongue and felt 
good sliding down her throat. She had to fight the urge to 
gulp down great draughts of the cool liquid. If she gave in 
she'd be sick for sure. 

“We scouted out this spot out about an hour ago,” Dev 
said as he capped the canteen. He set it down beside her. 

Her eyes had adjusted to the darkness, so she was able to 
watch as he pulled something out of the knapsack he’d 
been carrying. That something turned out to be a thin 
blanket which he wrapped around her. Thin it may have 
been, but she felt instantly warmer. 

“It’s a small overhang, with a couple of bushes partially 
blocking it from view. And you can relax. No critters live 
here.” 

Julia chuckled at that. “Very reassuring. | don’t want to 
evict anyone from their home.” 

“Do you know how to shoot a gun?” 

“I’m Texan. Of course | know how to shoot a gun.” 

She saw Dev’s grin, and immediately felt better. He gave 
her a handgun, and she took a moment to examine it. “It’s a 


Glock,” she said. “9mm?” 

“Yep, with a special 17-round magazine loaded in it, and 
here’s a Spare, just in case.” 

“What about you?” Julia realized Dev intended to leave 
her there, hidden, while he went back for Drew. She wasn’t 
worried about herself. She just didn’t want him going out 
unarmed. 

“Don’t worry about me. I’ve got my backup piece.” He 
held it up for her inspection. 

“Your backup weapon is a SIG Sauer?” 

“Yeah, | have aspirations of becoming a Fed.” Then he 
chuckled. “Your cousin Adam outfitted us very well. He 
thought you'd like the Glock because, apparently, you know 
how to use it and have even outshot him.” 

Julia shrugged. She hadn’t in truth fired a gun for more 
than a year, but she wasn’t going to tell Dev that. “l 
manage,” she said instead. 

“Yeah, well you managed to damn near rescue yourself. | 
don’t know what the hell Drew and | were worried about. 
You're one hell of a woman, Julia Benedict.” He bent down 
and kissed her, a fast, hard buss on the mouth. “I won’t be 
long, baby doll. Sit tight and if anyone you don’t know 
shows up, shoot first and ask questions later.” 

“Don’t worry about me,” she turned his words back on 
him. “Just bring him back safely, please.” 

“Don’t worry. | will.” 

Julia tried to relax into the shadows. She sat as still as 
possible, not only to help calm the headache that had 
resurged, but so that she could listen. If danger was coming 
her way she wanted to hear it, and be prepared for it. 

She usually wasn’t very good at waiting, yet she found it 
a simple matter to sit on the hard ground, her back against 
the rough rock wall, a loaded gun in her hands, and wait. 

The sound of gunfire had tapered off at some point when 
Dev had been hunkered down in front of her. She wished 
she'd paid attention. 


She wished she still had her watch. And her cell phone. 
And a spa tub would be nice, too. She wiped furiously at a 
single tear tracking down her face. She didn’t know why the 
hell she was crying now when her ordeal was all but over. 

“Adrenaline crash.” 

Julia jerked at the sound of Drew’s softly spoken words. 
She hadn’t heard them approach, and neither had she 
realized she’d spoken that pouty thought aloud. 

They emerged out of the darkness, her two strong Navy 
SEALs, both looking a little different than she’d ever seen 
them before tonight. 

They’re wired. This must be what they look like on a 
mission. 

“How are you doing, kitten?” Drew knelt in front of her. He 
lifted her chin gently with two fingers, tilting her head so he 
could get a better look at her injury, and winced when he 
did. 

She knew very well what he was seeing, because she’d 
had a similar reaction earlier that evening when she’d seen 
her own reflection in the pitifully inadequate mirror in the 
bathroom at the shack. She’d used the water her abductor 
had brought her to try and clean the dried blood from off her 
forehead, but she knew she’d left some along the hairline. 
She also knew that tiny goose egg currently sported an ugly 
shade of blue. 

Drew looked up at Dev, and Julia read the concern in their 
eyes. 

“It looks worse than it is. Really. l'II be okay, Drew.” 

“Headache? Blurred vision?” Drew’s tone sounded all 
business. 

“Yes to the first, no to the second. My headache only 
came back when | slid headfirst out the window. Although, 
seriously, | actually landed on my hands and not my head. 
l'Il be all right. Let’s just go home.” 

“Soon,” Drew said. “We thought to throw off any pursuit 
by coming in on foot, leaving on foot. But whoever’s 


tracking us right now is a pro. We’ve only got a few minutes 
to spare.” 

Julia felt kind of stupid just then. “So? Can’t we call for 
help?” 

“Not yet. Not until we lose our pursuer. The thing is, baby 
doll, we’re worried about causing you further injury,” Dev 
said. “But we have to move. We'll take turns carrying you.” 

“Whatever you guys decide we have to do, we do. I'll be 
all right.” Julia wondered if she should have those four words 
tattooed on her forehead in place of the goose egg. 

Dev shook his head. “Like | said, you’re one hell of a 
woman, Julia Benedict.” 

“We'll try piggyback for a while,” Drew said. “Upside 
down and over my shoulder won’t feel too good to you right 
now. But you’ll have to hang on to me.” 

“I can run.” The last thing she wanted to do was be a 
burden. 

“| know.” Drew reached down and pulled her up. “But this 
will be faster.” 

“Okay.” Julia climbed onto his back and locked her arms 
around his neck and bracketed his hips with her legs. He 
hiked her up a bit higher, his grip firm. 

“Hang on to me,” he said. 

“Don’t worry.” She rested her chin on his shoulder. From 
the corner of her eye she could see Dev scoop both 
backpacks. 

And then Drew started to move at a loping pace that 
jarred her body, inciting all her aches back to full, 
unrelenting throb. 

She trusted her lovers with her life, and determined she’d 
do everything in her power to help. 

Unfortunately the only thing she could think of to do right 
now was to keep them from knowing exactly how much pain 
she really was in. 


Chapter 15 


Dev called it his warrior sense, and it was never wrong. 

Right now that internal warning system told him that 
despite their steady pace and all of their considerable skill, 
they were still being followed. Their pursuer seemed to be 
keeping a consistent distance behind them, and that Dev 
did not like. 

“How are you doing back there, baby doll?” He and Drew 
had been taking turns carrying her. Despite her 
protestations, he didn’t consider her to be a burden at all. 

Julia sighed in his ear, and he understood she was getting 
tired. He wished he could afford her the luxury of sleep, or 
at least a long rest. 

“I’m okay, but I’m tired. Can we take a break? You must 
be worn out, too, carrying me so far.” 

“You're just a little thing, sweetheart. But yeah, we’ll stop 
in just a few minutes.” 

Julia sighed again and then rested her face against his 
Shoulder. He’d thought a couple of times in the last little 
while that she’d fallen asleep on him, but each time she 
proved to be not only awake but completely aware. 

In the last hour a wind had come up that carried the scent 
of rain. The weather forecast they’d checked before leaving 
Lusty had warned of a storm approaching from over the 
Rockies, but the consensus had been it wouldn’t hit their 
part of Texas for at least twelve hours. 

Of course weather forecasts could be, and often were, 
wrong. 

Dev didn’t want to risk calling for the chopper until he 
was certain their pursuer had given up. He didn’t want 
Henry to have to dodge gunfire. He had a bad feeling the 
reason their tail was keeping back, was that he was awaiting 
the arrival of reinforcements. 


The wind increased slightly, and he had the feeling if he 
didn’t call Henry soon, they’d have to hole up somewhere 
and sit out the storm. 

So far, losing their hunter didn’t appear to be something 
that was happening. Time to do something about that. 

“He’s stalking us,” Drew said quietly. 

“Yeah, that’s the conclusion I’ve come to, as well.” 

“Makes me think the man’s either a former Ranger or a 
SEAL.” 

“It was Ramos who ordered my kidnapping,” Julia said. 
“The man who took me told me that much.” Julia sat up just 
a bit, and Dev adjusted his hold on her. 

“He thought | was Peter’s woman—though I have no clue 
where he got that idea. Anyway, the guy—” 

“Juan,” Drew said. 

“Pardon?” 

“Adam found out the man who took you is named Juan 
Pecos,” Dev said. “He’s from Dallas, with a long list of 
‘crimes suspected of,’ but no charges. Believe it or not, he 
actually put in a couple of résumés at some of the 
businesses in Lusty, likely covering his ass in case he was 
spotted and questioned as to why he was there. Anyway, it 
didn’t take Adam long to trace who he was, or to uncover 
the fact that he’s tied to the Ramos Cartel.” 

“Huh. Even when he got chatty he didn’t give me his 
name. Anyway, Juan thought he’d be better off ransoming 
me to my family than turning me over to Ramos. He seemed 
to believe Ramos’s organization was falling apart on him.” 

“That would explain why Ramos didn’t trust him,” Dev 
said. “He probably had some sort of homing beacon put on 
his car. When it became clear he wasn’t heading for the 
border, Ramos sent his goons after him.” 

“But my point is, if it’s Ramos who’s behind this, how 
does he rate getting former Rangers or SEALs on his side?” 

“There are a number of former soldiers who'll sell their 
talents to whoever has the money to pay the tab, kitten.” 


“Oh, of course. Mercenaries. | should have thought of 
that. Sorry, | think my brain is a bit fogged.” 

“You think?” Dev heard the laughter in his voice. Drew 
reached over and ran his hand down her back. Then he met 
Dev’s gaze. 

Dev had no trouble reading the look of concern on his 
best friend’s face. He looked around. “Let’s take that rest 
here, why don’t we?” Dev said. 

Drew lifted Julia off him and set her on the ground. Trees 
dotted the area, blowing in the increasing breeze. They’d 
gone past the area they had scouted, past the first pick-up 
zone. Ahead, he knew, the land leveled out and the 
vegetation became less plentiful. 

There’d be fewer places to hide from their pursuer. They’d 
be out in the open, virtual sitting ducks, unless Dev could do 
something about it. 

Enough was enough. Dev was tired of this guy playing 
games with them. He was pretty sure, but not positive, that 
a single man followed them. 

He’d never get better odds. The time had come to end it, 
one way or another. 

“You're the better tracker,” Drew said, his voice quiet. 
Dev understood he was trying to avoid alarming Julia. 
Unfortunately their woman seemed to have very good 
hearing—not to mention a very smart brain. 

“What’s going on?” Though Julia’s tone was far from 
panicky, Dev could hear the edge of tension in her voice. 

“We need to get you out of here—or at the very least let 
you get some rest,” Drew said. “Dev’s going to backtrack 
and take care of our tail.” 

“You mean kill him?” 

Neither he nor Drew answered her. Instead, Dev said, “l 
won’t be gone long. It shouldn’t take me more than an 
hour.” 

“Storm’s coming faster than the forecasters predicted,” 
Drew said. “lIl call in and let Adam know we have her. But | 


don’t think we'll be flying out of here anytime soon.” 

Julia proved just how all right she was just then. She sat 
forward, touched Drew’s hand, and said, “Have them check 
the old settlement maps. There might be a line shack, or 
something, not too far away where we can wait out a 
storm.” 

“Good thinking,” Drew said. “I'll keep the call short, 
though, just in case our friend back there has more than his 
gun and a flashlight with him.” 

Dev squatted in front of Julia. “I'll be back soon, baby 
doll.” 

“You'd better be, buster, or you’ll answer to me.” 

Dev grinned. God, / love this woman. He said, “Yes, 
ma’am.” Unable to resist, he leaned forward and placed his 
mouth on hers. The kiss was hot, deep, and over way too 
soon. He looked up, met Drew’s gaze. When his brother 
nodded, Dev got to his feet and headed out. 

It didn’t matter how prepared he was, or how badly he 
wanted to win this upcoming confrontation. He knew, as he 
always knew, there remained a chance that he’d fail, that 
he’d make the ultimate sacrifice. 

Each mission undertaken had been executed with the full 
knowledge that failure was always a possibility. So, too, was 
death. He’d left letters behind each time, “to be opened in 
the event.” 

Dev pushed aside the morbid thoughts and focused all his 
mental energies on the task at hand. Crouched low, his step 
light, he made his way back in the direction from which 
they’d traveled, his senses on high alert. 

Their tracker had been keeping about a half mile back, 
matching his pace to theirs. Dev didn’t think the man would 
be expecting one of them to backtrack. Still, he varied his 
course, going wide and to the left, so that he could go 
around him and then come up behind the bastard. 

After twenty minutes, Dev changed direction, completing 
the arc that should put him behind his quarry. Sure enough, 


within just a couple of minutes, he had proof he was on their 
stalker’s trail. There on the ground just ahead of him, he 
could make out a footprint that didn’t belong to either him 
or Drew. The man had been careful, he’d give him that, for 
he mostly left no tracks at all. He was good. 

Dev was better. 

Dev’s mind quieted as all thought ceased, and he became 
hunter, a warrior, reacting to sight and sound and instinct, 
scenting his prey, closing in. Careful, quiet, he eliminated 
the distance between him and the man who'd stalked them. 

Closer now, he could make out a shape. Then something 
in the way the man moved, in the way he crouched and 
looked at the ground called to a memory not very old. 

Son of a bitch. 

Dev took just two more steps, and knew by the sudden 
stiffening of the man ahead of him, that he’d heard the 
sound. 

“Give me one good reason why | shouldn’t kill you, 
Talbot.” 

Connor Talbot froze, and lifted his hands so Dev could see 
them. “May | turn around?” 

“Slowly.” 

Talbot did so, and then slowly shook his head. “Fuck, 
Wakefield, the last thing | want to do is wind up on the 
wrong end of a JSOC op.” 

“Drew and | are on leave from the Joint Special Operations 
Command, so you're not. But it’s worse than that. The 
woman Pecos grabbed wasn’t Alvarez’s woman. She’s 
mine.” 

“Oh, shit.” Talbot exhaled heavily. “This has just been one 
giant Charlie Foxtrot from the word go,” he said. 

“Yeah, it’s a cluster fuck, all right.” Dev’s instincts warned 
caution. Something was going on here. He had the distinct 
impression that things weren’t quite what they appeared. 

“I wondered when | began to follow you. | had my 
suspicions when | realized | was following a couple of pros. 


That’s why I held back. Things just weren’t adding up.” 

Dev tilted his head to one side. “Maybe we should talk.” 

“Yeah.” Talbot motioned with his hands, and Dev nodded. 
He lowered them slowly, then squatted, and kept his hands 
dangling in front of him in plain sight. “Maybe we should.” 

x kx OK XK 

“Let me have a look at you.” Drew sat cross-legged in 
front of her, a penlight in his hand. He’d taken some things 
out of his knapsack. Julia recognized disinfectant when she 
saw it. She supposed she was due a little field dressing of 
her wounds. Since they’d surprised her outside of the shack 
just as she’d slithered out the window, there’d been almost 
no time to see to anything but making tracks. 

“It really does look worse than it is.” Even so, she dutifully 
closed her eyes and let Drew have a look at the small cut 
and goose egg-sized lump taking up space on her forehead. 

His touch gentle, he used one finger to trace the edge of 
the cut. Julia realized he was trying to determine if it felt hot 
to the touch, signaling possible infection. 

“Does it hurt anyplace else, kitten?” 

His voice matched his touch, and she wanted to hug him 
and do whatever she could to make him feel better. She 
thought it quite possible her injuries hurt her lovers more 
than they hurt her. 

“Just a little bit, where the seat belt grabbed me when my 
car was stopped by the tree—and where my breasts had to 
squeeze out that window back there.” She wasn’t going to 
tell him that basically, she hurt all over. But she figured 
she'd better fess up to the shoulder strap injury, and the 
breasts. The way it hurt there had to be bruises, and 
possibly scrapes. He and Dev would be sure to see them on 
her as soon as they got her naked. 

Delicately, Drew worked her T-shirt up and then off her so 
he could get a look at her chest. His slight hiss confirmed 
her suspicion that her head wasn’t the only spot on her 
body sporting black-and-blue patches. 


“Jesus, kitten. | ache just looking at you—and not just 
because | want you.” 

Julia could hear the anxiety in his voice. They’d gone to so 
much trouble to rescue her, and even now Dev was risking 
his very /ife for her. How could she ever repay that? Easing 
their worry about her seemed the least she could do. “It 
really does look worse than it is, darling. | promise you.” 

Drew tilted his head, and she wondered if he was going to 
call her on her little white lie. But then he turned and looked 
over his shoulder into the night. 

“Baby doll, didn’t anyone warn you that your nose would 
grow if you told a fib?” 

Julia felt all the tension drain out of her. Dev’s voice 
preceded him out of the darkness, and then he was there, 
with them, alive and unharmed. 

“You're back.” Well, of course he’s back. Julia shook her 
head at her own inanity, and then closed her eyes as that 
Small action stirred her headache anew. 

“Yes, I’m back. Now, let’s finish fixing you up.” He got 
down on the ground between her and Drew, then looked at 
the other man. “What’s the word on a ride out of here?” 

“Actually, it will be a ride if you want to leave sooner 
rather than later, because the chopper is grounded,” Drew 
said. “The storm’s moving fast, but only expected to last 
overnight. | told them since we're safe, we'll wait out the 
weather. We’d end up getting home about the same time, 
either way. The helicopter ride will be shorter and less 
jarring for Julia.” 

“I agree.” He reached out and examined her head wound 
himself, using his fingers on her chin to tilt her head so he 
could have a better view. 

It took all of her effort to bite back her smile. They were 
both trying not to let her see how shaken they were by her 
injuries. 

“Did the good sheriff come up with some place we could 
wait out the storm in relative comfort, or do we build a 


shelter ourselves?” Dev asked. 

“There’s supposed to be an old, abandoned barn about a 
half mile to the northwest. Morgan checked Everywhere 
Earth, and the structure was still there as of the latest 
satellite photo taken last year.” 

“Strange place for a barn,” Dev said. “This whole area 
looked decidedly barren of civilization when we tracked in.” 

“Not so strange,” Julia said. “At about the time my 
ancestors were founding Lusty, this area was part of an 
enormous staging area, where ranchers would come from 
the East and the West to combine their herds to drive the 
Chisholm Trail, taking their cattle to market. There were line 
Shacks and shelters sprinkled throughout here to 
accommodate the large assemblage of human and bovine 
visitors.” 

“I guess you can’t be that concussed if you’re able to pull 
obscure facts like that out of your brain,” Dev said. 

“Concussed? No, at least | don’t think so. But | am tired. 
Can we sleep, soon?” 

“Let’s finish this, then we'll find that barn,” Drew said. 

Dev gently held her chin while Drew uncapped a small 
bottle that had an eyedropper. “Crap, this is going to hurt, | 
just know it,” Julia said. 

“Sorry, kitten.” 

Well at least he didn’t try to placate me by denying it. 
Julia closed her eyes and curled her hands into fists. Drew 
used a piece of gauze to sop up any liquid that tried to run 
down into her eye. It stung like a son of a bitch. Determined 
to be stoic, she bit her bottom lip and didn’t make a sound. 

“Shh, baby.” Dev uncurled her fists and kissed the 
crescent marks she’d given herself on the palms of her 
hands. She guessed they knew exactly how much that 
disinfectant had hurt. 

“Let’s leave it open to the air, for now,” Drew said. 

Julia blinked back her tears. The effort to bear down had 
cost her, because her head began to pound anew. 


“Here.” 

She turned to Dev, who proffered a couple of white pills 
and his canteen. 

“Just ASA, but they'll help.” 

“Thanks.” Julia gulped down the pills with a sip of water. 
She handed the canteen back to Dev. 

“Did you kill him? The man who was following us?” She’d 
thought she wouldn’t ask that, since neither of the men 
even mentioned the reason Dev had gone off on his own. 

Dev gave her a small smile, and then stroked his finger 
down her cheek. “No, baby doll. He’s not dead, and you 
don’t need to worry about him anymore. Let’s get you to 
that shelter. The wind’s picked up, and if we don’t hurry, 
we'll get drenched. You'll feel better once you sleep.” 

“You're a big, tough Navy SEAL and you’re afraid of a little 
rain?” Julia knew that taunt would make him smile. 

He chuckled, shook his head, and then got to his feet. In 
the next instant she sighed, because Drew had reached 
down and scooped her into his arms. 

“I can walk, you know.” 

“Of course you can. But maybe we just like carrying you,” 
Drew said. 

Julia knew her lovers. If one of them had been forced to 
kill a man—and she had no doubt whatsoever that if 
necessary, both were capable of the act—their souls would 
bear the scar of it, whether that man deserved killing or not. 
More, they’d do everything in their power to keep that taint 
from touching her in any way. She’d be willing to bet that 
would be the only thing they might lie to her about. 

How did she make them understand that if what they 
were building together was to last a lifetime, they had to let 
her carry her share of the load? Sharing meant sharing the 
bad times as well as the good. 

She’d let them get away with their small prevarications 
for now. She was beyond tired, beyond where her mind 
could function at its full capacity. 


But after she napped, after they’d let the adrenaline 
flowing through all their systems ebb away, she’d ask him 
again, and this time she would insist on a complete answer. 
She would shoulder their burdens just as they seemed 
determined to shoulder hers. 

That was the very definition of a full partnership, and Julia 
would accept nothing less. 


Chapter 16 


Ramos carried the body of Juan Pecos out of the shack 
himself, hiking nearly a mile through the dark terrain. Juan’s 
certainly wasn’t the first body he’d had to dispose of in his 
long career. Ramos finally came upon a small ravine with a 
stream. There, he dumped the lifeless corpse, confident that 
the coyotes and other feral creatures in the area would find 
him to be a good meal. 

It had always been his preference to provide sustenance 
for God’s creatures whenever he could. 

Enjoying the calm of the Texas night, he took a moment 
to light a cigarillo, and then strolled back to the shack to 
await the return of Mr. Talbot. He sincerely hoped that 
minion didn’t disappoint him by killing Alvarez or his 
woman. 

Ramos wanted to save that pleasure for himself. 

He envisioned killing the woman while her man watched, 
helpless. Yes, that would be a good beginning of the 
punishment Alvarez had earned with his arrogant 
interference. He knew he had to make his vengeance huge, 
and make it known to all who worked for him, or who were 
his competitors. His organization was beginning to crumble 
beneath him. 

Only swift, hard action could save it. 

While he waited he used his BlackBerry to access his e- 
mail, firing off a couple of missives to newer employees, 
making sure they understood that he was a man who held 
the reins of control in his tightly closed fist. 

First Ramirez, and now Pecos. He supposed it was true, 
what they said. One just couldn’t get good help these days. 

Midnight passed and it was nearly 1:00 a.m. before he 
heard the sound of a man approaching. He felt one eyebrow 
go up when Mr. Talbot emerged out of the darkness, alone, 
his gun drawn. 


It would be a mistake to make a wrong move with this 
man. Talbot wasn’t in the same league as those who worked 
for him—those he owned. 

This man’s soul would never be possessed by another. It 
could merely be hired for a time. 

“Did you kill them?” He really hoped not. Killing Peter 
Alvarez was a job Ramos really wanted for himself. 

“No.” 

Ramos waited to see if Talbot would volunteer more than 
that. He very nearly reached for his own gun. Only the look 
in Talbot’s eyes kept him from doing so, kept him still and 
waiting. 

“It occurred to me that you might want to accomplish that 
feat yourself,” the man said. “Besides, Alvarez wasn’t there. 
The woman was rescued by two pros. | recognized them, in 
fact. They’re a couple of Navy SEALs. They took turns 
carrying her, moving quickly, which means that—” 

“She was hurt too badly to walk.” Ramos was very glad to 
hear it. He began to pace as he assimilated this information. 
With his woman hurt, Alvarez would be vulnerable. His 
guard would be lowered, and so there would never be a 
better time to lay a trap for him, and kill him. 

“I was going to say they were racing toward a pickup. 
That meant untold numbers of reinforcements. | don’t have 
a problem taking on two men, even if they are Navy SEALs. | 
draw the line at walking into a trap. Bad for business.” 

“Fate, | suppose,” Ramos said. “If we had gotten here just 
a bit sooner, we would have had her.” 

It took all of Ramos’s considerable cunning to appear 
insouciant. No, he supposed he couldn’t expect a man he’d 
hired to put himself on the line for him. Fine. He would 
rebuild his organization, taking better care this time, and 
then he wouldn’t need men like Talbot. 

That meant he had to carry through with his plan himself. 
But how could he lure his enemy away from his woman, 
away from that bastion of American wealth? His plan had 


been to use the woman as bait. Now she was out of his 
reach and.... 

Ramos stopped pacing as a bold idea came to him. He 
turned and gave Talbot a level look. 

“You said your partner had Pecos under surveillance in 
this Lusty, Texas.” 

“He did. That’s how we knew he’d left town.” 

“Where is your partner now?” 

“Why do you want to know?” 

Ramos felt his temper spike, and had to work at keeping it 
from boiling over. He wasn’t used to being questioned. He 
didn’t like it at all. 

Then again, he’d been a fool to believe those who gave 
the appearance of being cowed actually were. Had he not 
been betrayed twice now by those who'd given him nothing 
but deference? 

Ramos swallowed his pride. He’d learned a hard lesson 
these past few months, and it was a lesson he would not 
soon forget. “You said Alvarez wasn’t with those men you 
followed, the ones who rescued his woman. | was just 
wondering if you had...what is that American 
expression...‘eyes on him’ back in Lusty, right now?” 

“It was never our assignment to follow Peter Alvarez. You 
hired us to track Juan Pecos, and that is exactly what we 
did.” 

“But your man would surely be able to know where one 
Federal agent was in a town that | am told is very small, 
even by American standards.” 

He watched Talbot’s face, looking for some clue as to that 
man’s thoughts, or his emotions. Mr. Connor Talbot proved 
impossible to read. 

“My partner could do any damn thing he decided to do, if 
he decided to do it. You hired us to track Pecos.” Talbot 
looked over at the shack, and Ramos got his point. 

The man had headed out after the woman while Ramos 
had gone inside. But certainly he would have heard the 


gunshot and understood the result. 

Talbot swung his gaze back to Ramos. “I’m assuming that 
tracking your employee is no longer an issue.” 

Ramos tilted his head to one side. “And you were 
successful in the job | hired you to do. You do not need to 
worry, the rest of your payment has already been wired to 
your account.” Ramos held up his BlackBerry to underline 
his point. “Now, I'd like to hire you to do one more job. | 
want you to locate Peter Alvarez, monitor his movements. 
What information | have on the town of Lusty, Texas, tells 
me they have a clinic there. It’s probably where they will 
take his woman, as she is one of theirs. They would want 
their own people caring for her. Yes. That’s what / would do.” 
He paused to rethink his reasoning. It was sound. “You will 
get me into the town, and give me the information | need so 
that | may finish this myself. | just need a working 
knowledge of the town, the clinic, and to have a good idea 
where Peter Alvarez is when | get there.” 

Ramos watched as Talbot checked his gun, and then 
holstered it. The look he gave him told him nothing. The 
man looked from the pitiful shack Juan Pecos had used as 
his hideout, to the aging Ford sedan the man had driven. 

He walked over to the latter, hunkered down, and reached 
under the front bumper. When he stood, he held an object 
Ramos understood to be the GPS tracking device he’d used. 

Then he met Ramos’s gaze. “All right,” he said at last. 
“We'll negotiate.” 

x KOK OX 

“It’s a good thing | don’t scream when | see rats.” 

Drew looked up from splaying his flashlight along the 
edge of the stall to give her a big grin. 

“You're not the screaming type,” he said. “You’re more 
likely to kill the little critter with any and all necessary 
force.” 

Julia smiled back. Her smile turned into a yawn. “You have 
a point.” 


Outside, thunder chased the lightning flashes across the 
sky, and the rain began to fall in earnest. This barn lived up 
to the adjectives old and abandoned. The roof leaked in 
some spots, and the structure had provided a home of sorts 
for several different feral creatures. 

Her SEALs had chosen the one area they believed they 
could make secure. The stall was the largest of the four left 
standing, and was in the back, west corner of the building. 

It hadn’t taken the men long to clean it out—clean but old 
straw had littered the ground, and there’d been no sign of 
any nests. 

“No holes along the base. That explains the lack of rodent 
habitation in here,” Drew said. “They’re basically lazy 
creatures and will take the path of least resistance.” 

Dev returned with a piece of board he’d pried from the 
side of another stall. He laid it across the opening of their 
adopted refuge. 

“Just a precaution. Likely, any critters sharing this shelter 
with us will do their best to avoid us,” Dev said. Then he 
looked around. “I’ve slept in worse.” 

Julia figured that “precaution” was for her benefit. She 
appreciated the gesture. Drew had been right—she was 
more likely to attack a rodent than run screaming away from 
it. But that didn’t mean she necessarily wanted to 
demonstrate that ability anytime soon. 

“Our bed isn’t going to be very comfortable tonight, I’m 
afraid,” Dev said. He reached into the pack he’d carried and 
hauled out the same survival blanket he’d wrapped around 
her earlier. 

“I don’t care. I’m with the two of you. That’s the only 
thing that matters.” Julia meant every word. She didn’t care 
where she was as long as the men she loved were with her. 

She caught the look that passed between them, but didn’t 
understand it. “What?” 

Dev and Drew locked gazes for another moment, and 
then Drew turned to her. “What you just said? It honors us 


and humbles us, and shames us, too. It was our job to keep 
you Safe. We didn’t do that.” 

“What...you’re going to tell me now that you’re really 
from the planet Krypton? That you have super powers, and 
are all-knowing, all-seeing gods?” 

“Baby doll...” 

Oh, she knew what was going on in the minds of her men, 
all right. But how best to put a stop to it? That was a 
question she didn’t really have an answer for. “Don’t you 
‘baby doll’ me.” Julia paced away from them, trying to get 
her brain to function better. Trouble was, she felt tired and 
grimy and her brain refused to function any better than it 
was. The sound of rain hitting the barn soothed her, even as 
the fresh scent of the falling water lured her. 

“After | am clean, and after | have slept, we’re going to 
return to this argument.” 

“Are we having an argument? Um...what are you doing, 
kitten?” 

“What do you mean, what am | doing? Isn’t it obvious? 
I’m stripping.” Julia smiled at Drew’s confused expression. 

“It’s not all that warm in here,” Dev said. “Are you sure 
you want to...” His comment trailed off, likely in response to 
the look she knew she was sending him. Oh, yes, she 
understood her men. They felt responsible for her having 
been kidnapped, and now they were going to treat her like 
fine porcelain and not touch her because she’d been hurt— 
and because they thought they didn’t deserve to touch her, 
because she had been kidnapped and they did feel 
responsible for that. 

“Well, if it’s too cold for the two of you, then, by all 
means, keep your clothes on.” She didn’t wait for a 
response. As soon as her panties hit the ground, she 
stepped out of them and headed toward the door of the 
barn. 

She credited their shock at her actions for her being able 
to nearly reach the door before they caught up to her. 


Strong arms came around her from behind and lifted her 
off her feet. “It’s raining out there, baby doll.” 

The wind had died, the thunder moved off, but the rain 
continued to fall in torrents. 

“I know it is. That’s why I’m going out. Please. | need to 
wash. | feel dirty.” 

She felt Dev stiffen and heard Drew’s low curse. 

“Did that bastard touch you?” Dev demanded. 

“No! No,” she said the second more softly. It never 
occurred to her they’d take her need to be clean that way. 
“Juan never touched me like that. | just need...I| just need.” 
She couldn’t put it into words any better than that. The 
appeal of the rain, born of the storm’s fury, fresh, clean, 
called to her. She wanted to be drenched by it, washed in it, 
so that she could be fresh and clean and new again. She 
wanted to wash off the events of the last several hours and 
revel in the feeling of being free. 

Dev kissed her ear, then set her down. “All right, 
sweetheart. Go on, then. Just here, by the door, on the 
grass. We'll be right here.” 

Watching over me. Julia didn’t mind that one bit. She 
looked over her shoulder. “Thank you.” 

The rain fell, not softly like a shower, but hard, tiny 
needles of cold water that attacked without mercy. Closing 
her eyes, she tilted her head to the heavens, and relished 
the prickly, nearly punishing downpour. Cold, cleansing, the 
water streamed through her hair, over her face, down her 
body in a steady, heavy flow. Tomorrow she would laze in 
the luxury of the spa at home, and let the heat soothe her. 
But for this night, the cold was good, the cold was just what 
she needed. 

It sluiced away the pain of confinement, the dried blood of 
her cut, and the hard memory of terror. 

She began to shiver with the cold and opened her eyes, 
blinking against the slight sting of the water. 

“Come inside now, kitten.” 


Julia turned and saw her men there, shirtless, waiting for 
her. She stepped back into the barn, and before she could 
wonder, they used their shirts and began to dry her. Drew 
blotted the water from her body while Dev wrapped his shirt 
around her sodden tresses, and squeezed, trying to sop up 
as much water as possible. 

“| didn’t think beyond just getting out in the rain.” 

“We're here.” 

Wasn’t that one of the wonders of having men who loved 
her? She didn’t always have to think, to plan, to worry. She 
could just be, knowing they would care for her. 

Despite their own already averred mea culpa, they did 
take care of her, and she had every faith they always would. 

Finally Dev scooped her into his arms. “Hang on to me, 
sweetheart. We’ll have you warm in a minute.” 

How could she not have noticed she was shivering? 

“You're beyond tired, kitten,” Drew said. He murmured 
that into her ear as she lay, supine, on the blanket they’d 
spread on the ground. 

Huh. | must have dozed. | don’t remember them laying 
me down. 

She felt the heat of them, as they cocooned her between 
them. She smiled, because her lovers were naked, treating 
her to one of the best sensations in her world—a hard, erect 
cock on either side of her. 

“Mmm.” She reached down and stroked them, and then 
smiled when they both took hold of her mischievous hands, 
stopping her explorations. 

“Behave yourself,” Dev whispered. He turned onto his 
side so that he could face her. He kissed her cheek. “Sleep 
now, baby doll. Helo us do one damn thing right today, 
okay?” 

Julia sighed. She thought they were going to have a real 
battle on their hands once they got home. 

She frowned, trying to come up with the words she’d say 
to them. 


“Give us hell tomorrow, kitten. Sleep now.” 
Drew’s words echoed, and she realized that despite her 
best intentions, she was doing exactly as they asked. 


Chapter 17 


Drew opened his eyes, instantly aware, knowing exactly 
what had set him on full alert. Julia had whimpered in her 
sleep, and that whimper had been a sound of pain. 

He reached for her, encountering Dev’s open-eyed stare 
as he did so. “I think it’s the hard surface,” Drew said, his 
voice low. “She’s covered in bruises from her ordeal.” 

“Yeah, | know.” 

Dev looked as miserable as he himself felt. Drew didn’t 
care what kind of logic Julia used, he and Dev’s first, most- 
sacred duty was to take care of her, protect her. They had 
let her down, and that failure pained them both. 

He gently lifted his sleeping woman and laid her on top of 
him. She grumbled and she wiggled, and Drew had to bite 
his lip to keep his own groan from erupting. The sensation of 
her lush, naked body on his got him hard in seconds. Even 
in her sleep, Julia moved so that she cradled his erection 
against the nest of her pussy. 

“I’ll go check the perimeter.” Dev eased up, grabbed his 
pants, and slipped them on. “If all’s well, l'II see if | can 
manage to get a small fire going. | bet coffee will put a smile 
on our woman ’s face.” 

They’d been on too many missions in their careers not to 
have packed survival provisions. It didn’t matter that they’d 
hoped to get lifted out within hours of having landed. They 
were SEALs, and they a/ways went into a situation prepared. 

Dawn would break within the hour. The rain continued to 
fall softly, but the thunder and lightning had moved off a 
couple of hours before. After dawn, they’d call for 
evacuation. Hopefully, Lusty’s skies would be clear, allowing 
Henry to fly the helicopter. With any luck, by noon hour 
they’d have Julia at the clinic in town, and then tucked into 
their bed shortly after that. 


Drew brought his attention back to his best friend. “Hell, 
coffee would put a smile on my face. Thanks.” 

Dev nodded and headed out to do the security check. 

On his chest, Julia wiggled a bit more, then murmured, 
“Good.” 

Her sleep-heavy voice as she nestled herself closer to him 
made him smile. Looking down, he watched her face, 
waiting to see if she’d open her eyes. Instead, she inhaled 
deeply, smiled, and said, “Drew.” 

“That’s right. Just sleep, kitten, okay?” 

“Mmm.” She wiggled a bit more, clearly enjoying the 
friction of flesh on flesh. 

“You're killing me here, Julia.” He kept his voice to a low 
whisper. “But don’t worry. I’m tough. | can take it.” He 
stroked her back, hoping the slow, steady caress would send 
her back into the depths of sleep. 

She’d only slept for about three hours. He and Dev hadn’t 
really slept at all. They’d rested, but in that state of semi 
consciousness that years spent in perilous situations had 
honed in them. They’d both been aware of every sound, of 
every gust of wind—which was how he’d known when the 
storm had moved off. 

His petting didn’t put Julia back to sleep. She mewed, she 
moaned, and she wiggled her hips even more. 

And then, praise God, she somehow managed to take his 
ready cock deep inside her cunt. 

“Mmm. Better.” She brushed her face against his chest 
and sighed. 

“Jesus. I’m trying to take care of you, here, Julia. You’ve 
been hurt. You’re in no condition for sex.” 

She opened her eyes and met his gaze. Clearly fully 
awake, she said, “I just have a little cut and bump on my 
head, and a slight headache.” Her gaze was clear, direct, 
and full of lust. “However, there’s absolutely nothing wrong 
with my pussy.” 


“Now there’s an understatement if ever | heard one,” Dev 
said. 

He stood by the doorway of the stall, arms folded across 
his chest, a sardonic look on his face. 

Julia raised her torso up from Drew and looked over her 
Shoulder toward him. “Get those pants off, Lieutenant 
Commander, and get on over here. | need your cock in my 
ass.” 

“Baby doll, you’d tempt a saint, and trust me, I’m no 
saint. We didn’t include any lube in our survival kits, so 
sorry. You'll have to wait until later.” 

“I| don’t want to wait until later. | happen to know you 
have a very talented tongue. Unless, of course, you've 
decided you don’t want me anymore.” 

Drew choked back his laughter. Julia could be quite a 
determined woman when she wanted something badly 
enough. Apparently, she’d decided she wanted them both to 
be inside her now. He doubted very much that anything 
would change her mind. 

“Remind me to spank you for that when you've healed.” 
Dev stepped into the stall and shucked his pants. 

Julia wasn’t cowed by the threat. Quite the opposite, if the 
tiny flex of her pussy and gush of her juices against his cock 
was any indication. 

“Oh, don’t worry, darling. | will.” She turned her head 
back to face Drew and gave him the cheekiest smile he’d 
ever seen. “But you’d both better be prepared for the fact | 
just might like it.” Then she wiggled her ass at Dev and 
looked over her shoulder at him again, all of which just 
made him laugh. 

Drew met Dev’s gaze and knew they were on the same 
page when it came to their woman. Drew reached up and 
stroked her face, so that she turned her gaze back to him. 

“You want us both, kitten, you can have us both. But we'll 
set the pace. It’ll be slow, easy loving for you today—or 
none at all. You choose.” 


“I need you both. | thought...” Her voice broke, and Drew 
watched as her expression changed, her bravado clearly 
deserting her. Then her eyes, her beautiful, fierce hazel eyes 
flickered with emotion, taking on the sheen of tears. “I was 
afraid I’d never see you again. Never be with you again. | 
did the best | could to beat the fear back, but | was just so 
damned scared.” 

“Shh.” Dev knelt behind her and ran his hand down her 
back, neck to ass. Drew cupped her face and brought her 
down those few precious inches so he could kiss her. 

He kept the kiss gentle, putting everything he had into 
being as tender, and as thorough as possible. Her flavor 
intoxicated him. He’d become so hopelessly and gloriously 
addicted to her that he knew he would never be able to be 
without her. 

“Hush now, kitten. We’re sorry. So sorry you were scared. 
We're here with you now, and we're never going to let you 
go. You know that, don’t you? We’d move heaven and hell 
for you. We love you.” 

A single tear overflowed her eye and Drew felt it twisting 
in his chest as if it had been a knife, plunged deep. 

“Then show me.” She whispered the words, a plea. “Show 
me now.” 

He looked at his best friend—his brother—and knew Dev 
felt the same. They were strong men, virile men, but they 
were also two men who were completely powerless to resist 
her. 

x XK OK XK 

“Easy, baby doll. We'll take care of you.” 

Dev gently pressed on her back, and she relaxed against 
Drew, her head on his chest, and his wonderful cock buried 
deep inside her. 

Dev caressed her ass, using both hands to cradle and 
squeeze her. Then she felt him move in closer, bend down 
over her. When he spread the cheeks of her ass, she 
Shivered. When he bent closer and used his tongue to 


moisten her, to arouse her, she moaned and pushed closer 
to him, silently begging for more. 

“Oh, yes.” The heat from their bodies soothed her and 
thrilled her. She rubbed her cheek against Drew’s chest hair, 
and when he lifted his hips slightly, thrusting his cock 
deeper into her, she squeezed him with her inner muscles. 

Behind her, Dev leaned in closer, petting her ass, and 
then began to run his tongue along the rim of her anus. The 
silken sweep tickled her, tantalized her, and turned her on 
until she felt aroused to a fever pitch. 

Julia needed to move, to take more, to push these lovers 
of hers to give her all she demanded and demand all she 
could give. 

“Vixen.” Drew exhaled heavily, then wrapped his arms 
around her, holding her firmly, close and still. 

“There will always be times when we won’t let you push 
us, baby doll. Here, now. Just let go and let us give you what 
you need the way we need to give it to you.” 

Part of her wanted to rebel, to kick and scream at the 
nerve, the sheer nerve of their attitude. Yet she knew she’d 
done just that, tried to force them into losing control, into 
taking her hard and fast and deep. 

She wanted to use the force of their desire for her to 
overpower the memory of being out of control and being 
afraid, when clearly they had another plan. 

Dev grasped her ass, his grip solid enough to hold her 
completely immobile. “Just take us, Julia. Feel us. Give over 
to us. We're yours and you're ours. Let there be nothing but 
the three of us here, together.” 

She felt her eyes tear. Oh, yes, she knew her men. And 
they knew her, too. Dev leaned over her and kissed a line 
down her spine, his fingers flexing on her hips. The sign of 
affection was so “Dev,” she thought her tears would 
overflow for certain. 

Drew’s lips brushed the top of her head, and his hands 
warmed her shoulders, and down her arms. 


“You feel so damn good around my cock, kitten. When I’m 
inside you, | know I’m home.” 

She squeezed him, reveling in his groan and the gift of 
the small thrust he gave her in return. 

Dev’s tongue stroked over her anus again, then pushed in 
Slightly, thrilling her. Held in place by her two lovers, she 
could only moan and mew, a silent plea for more. 

Dev moved, tenting her, and she felt his cock there. Hot 
and hard, it pressed against her tiny rosebud, forcing its way 
Slowly and inexorably inside her. 

“Yes, oh yes.” Shivers wracked her as her arousal began 
to shimmer and grow and change into orgasm—but an 
orgasm unlike any she’d ever experienced. Not the wild rush 
or the giant explosion she’d thought she needed, this one 
oozed, and flowed, and filled every atom of her being, heart 
and mind, body and soul. The orgasm spread, sealed, and 
cleansed. It took her outside of herself, destroyed her and 
made her new again. This orgasm consumed her completely 
so that there was only this and the men inside of her, her 
lovers. Her mates. 

“That’s it, baby doll, come for us. Come on us.” 

“Oh, please, | can’t...” She wanted to tell them she didn’t 
think she could take much more of this total bliss, but they 
continued to move inside her, slow and steady and deep. 
She could only lie there, totally open, completely theirs, and 
let them fuck her. Rapture continued to reign within her and 
rain inside her, and she closed her eyes, lost in the joy of 
their joining and the perfection of their possession. 

“Hang on.” Dev’s steel-edged tone told her he’d reached 
his limit. Drew’s grunt signaled the same. Sweet friction 
gave way to a gently fierce plundering, and Julia felt her 
orgasm begin to rise again, changing, until the electric 
tingles turned to snapping shocks. 

The explosion of ecstasy pulled a scream from the depths 
of her soul, as the fiery flames of passion branded her. 


She felt them come inside her, felt the surge of hot fluid 
coating her, and the sensation excited even as it soothed. 

Her senses slowly returned. Sound first, as she recognized 
the pounding of the heart under her ear and the laboring for 
breath above her. Then she heard the song of birds, just a 
few, their tweeting and chirping an avian chorus celebrating 
the dawn. 

Tactile senses emerged with the tickle of hair under her 
cheek, the dampness of flesh pressed against her back, and 
the complete and total satiation drenching her. 

“Easy.” Dev’s whisper brushed her ear, his moist breath 
tickling. He kissed her shoulder, and slowly withdrew from 
her body. Then she felt his hands on her, lifting her from 
Drew. He laid her on her side and snuggled in, so she 
became the filling in a man sandwich. 

Julia sighed. “I don’t have the words to describe that.” 

Dev threaded his fingers with hers and brought her hand 
to his mouth. She felt her heart turn over when he kissed 
the back of her hand. 

“When Drew and | were on that last mission, when we 
became trapped, several of our team dead, one wounded, | 
was scared. Really scared. Even though | knew I’d fight until 
my last breath, and even though | wanted to live, and kept 
repeating to myself that we would live, | was scared.” 

Julia squeezed his fingers, then turned to look at Drew. 
“Were you scared, too?” 

Drew snorted. “Scared? Kitten, | damn near pissed myself, 
| was SO Scared.” 

“The thing is,” Dev said, “only a fool doesn’t feel afraid 
when the situation warrants it. So of course you were 
frightened, sweetheart. But it’s over now.” 

Julia appreciated that her men cared about her state of 
mind as much as they cared about her actual safety. She 
wondered how long it would take for any of them to be able 
to put this episode behind them. She let her thoughts travel 
back to those weeks when she never heard from them, 


those weeks when she doubted that sense of connection 
that had been so instant. 

“| feel bad now,” she said. “All those nasty thoughts | sent 
winging to you after you were gone. |...| didn’t know you 
could be on an extended mission, or that your lives were in 
danger.” 

“Don’t feel bad,” Drew said. “You couldn’t possibly have 
known. We weren't allowed to tell you.” 

“That’s right, we couldn’t tell you. That’s part of the 
security protocol surrounding being a SEAL,” Dev said. “One 
of the reasons we chose not to go out on active missions 
any longer is because we didn’t want to do that to you a 
second time.” 

“I'd understand. Now that | know you love me, now that | 
feel secure in that, I’d understand. | don’t want you to deny 
yourselves what you need to do or be on account of me. You 
have to be true to yourselves first.” 

“Thank you, baby doll. But the course we’re on now is the 
right one for us.” 

“It was time,” Drew agreed. “Time to change gears.” 

“And speaking of time,” Dev leaned down and kissed her, 
a light, flirty kiss. “It’s time for us to haul ass.” 

“Again?” 

“Funny girl,” Dev said. “We want to get you home, baby 
doll. The sooner the doctor at the clinic can have a look at 
that hard head of yours, the happier we'll be.” 

“Dev’s right. We'll both breathe easier once we get you 
thoroughly checked out. Then we can get you home, tucked 
into our bed, where you belong.” 

Julia couldn’t prevent her one eyebrow from arching—and 
knew she wore what her brother Richard always called her 
“little snot” look. “You gentlemen are being more than a 
little bossy, don’t you think?” 

“Damn straight,” Dev said. “One thing you can count on 
without fail.” He bent down, kissed her again, and then got 
to his feet. “When it comes to protecting you, or seeing to 


your welfare, we will be bossy, because, quite simply, we 
are the bosses of you.” 

Julia tilted her head to one side as she looked from one of 
her lovers to the other. She found it more than a little ironic 
that the same trait she’d abhorred all her life in her brothers 
Should somehow be the one trait she found so very 
attractive in her mates. 

She scrunched her nose and stuck out her tongue, 
making both of her tough Navy SEALs chuckle. 

She might adore their bossiness, but that didn’t mean she 
had to let them know it. 


Chapter 18 


Morgan was waiting at the airfield with his Jeep running 
when Henry landed the helicopter. While Drew settled Julia 
in the backseat of the car, Dev gave Morgan a thirty-second 
rundown of his encounter with Connor Talbot, and what he 
thought just might happen next. 

Morgan whistled low. “Life is interesting, isn’t it? You just 
never know who the hell you’re going to run into.” 

“Truer words. After | briefed Henry during the flight, he 
said he’d update Adam—but | didn’t tell Henry about Talbot. 
| didn’t know if the name would mean anything to him, or 
not.” 

“No,” Morgan said, “Henry never met the man.” Morgan 
took a moment, and Dev knew he was thinking. “His 
presence raises more than one question.” 

“It does, that’s why | wanted you to be aware. It’s clearly 
a case of one Federal agency not knowing what the other 
Federal agency is doing, since Alvarez obviously didn’t know 
of his infiltration into Ramos’s organization. But Talbot 
promised to send Ramos this way, and to step back himself. 
So, while Drew and | accompany Julia into the exam room, 
you could perhaps make a phone call or two? And also find 
out how Adam wants to handle things.” 

“If Henry hasn’t seen to it, I’d best update my almost 
brother-in-law, the Fed, too,” Morgan said. “Peter’s at home 
today with Jordan and Tracy, and he'll want to know about 
this latest development.” 

“My instincts tell me we don’t have a lot of time,” Dev 
said. “But | can’t give you anything more solid than that.” 

“That’s all right. Your instincts are good enough for me. If 
it makes you feel any better, from what I’ve been able to 
learn about the man over the last few weeks, | think they’re 
spot-on. Anyway, there’re enough strategic thinkers in this 
town, we should be able to cover all the bases.” Then 


Morgan frowned. “Maybe l'Il get Julia’s uncles involved in 
this, too. | believe the gentlemen of the Benedict-Murphy 
Detective agency could prove to be useful in this situation.” 

Dev shook his head. “I imagine she'll be pissed with me if 
anything happens to the elder Messrs. Benedict.” 

Morgan grinned, and Dev thought it was an almost evil- 
looking grin. “Welcome to the family. Only right you have a 
turn dealing with the uncles, too. The rest of us have sure 
been put through the wringer lately. Ever have to supervise 
a sixty-plus-year-old man on a ladder several bone-breaking, 
heart-stopping feet in the air?” 

Dev could only imagine. “Well, there won’t be any ladders 
involved today. The way | see it, two retired cops and a man 
who managed his own ranch for so many years—that’s a 
winning combination.” 

Morgan snorted, likely because they’d been within Julia’s 
range of hearing when Dev had said that. Before he got 
behind the wheel, Morgan turned his attention to his cousin. 
“How are you doing back there, Jules?” 

“I’m okay. Really, | am. | keep saying that, but none of you 
testosterone makers seem to be listening to me.” 

“We called ahead as soon as Henry radioed he had you on 
board,” Morgan said. “And of course, because we did, you 
get both Doctors Jessop today. Just think how many times 
you'll be able to say ‘I told you so’ if the Docs agree with 
your prognosis.” 

“Smart-ass. Every man I know is a smart-ass.” 

Dev chuckled when Julia mumbled that. He sat in front 
beside Morgan, and admired the way that man handled the 
Jeep at damn near double the speed limit. He kept his 
senses on alert as Morgan deftly made his way toward the 
clinic in the center of town. The day had dawned bright and 
sunny if a little cool after the storm of the night before. 

Dev couldn’t say he was as familiar with the town as he 
would like to be, but he did notice that as Morgan sped 
along Main Street, people who were out and about—and 


there seemed to be a hell of a lot more of them than usual— 
looked up and watched the black Jeep pass. 

No one waved, though several of the men nodded. 

It would seem the good folks of Lusty had mobilized 
before they’d even been asked to. 

He felt eyes on him and looked over at Morgan. 

“We had time to think once Drew told us you had her and 
were going to wait out the weather. We played connect the 
dots, and got things moving here, just in case. But | think 
once word got out that we had her back, damn near 
everyone would have been out and about, and on alert.” He 
shook his head. “Add this latest adventure to what Kelsey 
went through a few months back, and | wouldn’t be 
Surprised if a motion came before the Town Trust to turn 
Lusty into a gated community.” 

“God, | hope not,” Julia said from the backseat. 

Since she was sitting behind Morgan, Dev was able to 
turn and let her see him when he said, “I can almost get 
behind a movement like that, baby doll.” 

Julia sighed. “I know. My only hope is that Grandma Kate 
would quash such a suggestion. A gated community smacks 
of hiding, and that’s not the Benedict way.” 

“It’s not how Kendalls do things, either, Jules. So | think 
you can relax on that score.” 

“You know,” Dev said, “in books and movies the climax of 
the plot sometimes comes amid car chases, raining bullets, 
and huge explosions. ld just as soon this particular 
adventure ended on a soft whimper instead of a thunderous 
bang.” 

“AS a man who has family up to his ass in this town,” 
Morgan said, “I’m with you.” 

Morgan slowed the Jeep and then turned in at the front of 
the clinic. Before Dev could make a move, the clinic door 
burst open, and Richard Benedict rushed the Jeep. He 
practically yanked the back door of the vehicle off its hinges 
and reached for his sister. “Julia. Julia.” 


“Hi, Richard. You look worse than | do. Hey, put me 
down!” 

Richard had scooped her into his arms. He lifted her out 
of the car and just held her. After a moment he eased her 
back, and Dev watched as his gaze focused on her head. 
“You’re hurt, damn it all to hell.” Yet having said that, he 
seemed unable to move. He just continued to hold her and 
look at her. 

Dev understood the emotions running through Julia’s 
brother. He’d rescued more than one innocent who'd gotten 
caught at the wrong place at the wrong time. Subsequently, 
he’d also been on hand to see the reaction of those whose 
loved ones he returned to them. 

“If she has a concussion, it’s a mild one.” He kept his 
voice neutral and didn’t ask, just gently took Julia from him. 
Since his woman quickly put her arms around his neck, he 
didn’t think Richard would argue the move. 

Richard blinked. “Uncle Adam and Uncle James are both 
waiting for you,” Richard said. Then he met Dev’s gaze. 
“Thank you for bringing her back to us. | owe you. The 
entire family owes you.” 

“You don’t have to thank us, and you certainly don’t owe 
us anything. She’s ours.” 

Richard nodded and stepped back, so that Dev could take 
the lead. 

“I feel like some sort of a prize possession, the way all 
you men keep passing me around and talking about me as if 
| wasn’t even here,” Julia mumbled. 

“She gets cranky when she’s hurt,” Richard said. “Always 
has.” 

“That’s good to know.” Drew stepped ahead of Dev and 
opened the door for them. 

“Keep it up. You all have to sleep sometime.” 

“She said that to me once,” Richard said. His smile slowly 
evaporated. “Come to think of it, you both may want to stop 


teasing her, now. Jules always gets her revenge and often, 
it’s not pretty when she does. The little snot.” 

“Boys!” 

Dev jerked his head in automatic response to that one 
word command, the feminine voice at once cultured and 
hard. As a SEAL he’d faced tough-as-nails commanders, and 
that voice brought every single one of them into the small 
reception room right there and then. 

“Sorry, Mother.” Richard went over to the strikingly 
beautiful brunette and kissed her cheek. The salute didn’t 
seem to hold much effect, as the woman kept her drill- 
sergeant demeanor in place. 

“I’m sure that you are. | usually don’t interfere in the 
petty squabbles between my children—especially now that 
they are allegedly all grown adults. However, under the 
circumstances...” 

Abigail Benedict stood with her arms crossed in front of 
her chest, her hair in what Dev recognized as a tight, neat 
roll at the back of her head. She wore what he’d call a 
power suit, including very high heels. 

If our woman looks this good after birthing our children, 
we'll be the luckiest men on earth. 

“You're right, of course, Mother. | didn’t mean anything 
hurtful.” 

“You never do, darling.” She reached up and cupped her 
son’s face. 

Then she turned her gaze on Julia. Because he was 
watching, Dev saw the moment of worry, quickly masked. 

“Hi, Mom. The one holding me is Dev, and the one beside 
me is Drew.” 

“There you are, sweetheart. | was told to bring you into 
room two, but | think l'Il send the three of you there, 
instead. Providing | get a full report immediately afterward.” 

“Absolutely, Mrs. Benedict.” Dev gave her his best smile 
and knew in a heartbeat that here was a woman who would 
never be swayed by charm alone. 


“Don’t worry, ma’am. We'll let you know everything the 
doctors say,” Drew promised. 

“I think you’d both best call me ‘Mom.’” The look she 
gave them then made Dev want to squirm. He felt his face 
heat and couldn’t believe he was actually starting to blush. 

“I think for the time being,” Dev said, “we'll both make 
that ma’am.” It pleased him that his quip made the corner 
of Abigail’s mouth twitch. 

“I can see you're both very wise men, as well as being 
very brave,” Abigail said, and gave a pointed little look 
toward Julia. 

Julia simply smiled and said, “I love you too, Mom.” 

“Of course you do. Now, Dev, Drew, please take my 
daughter in to see the doctors.” 

“Yes ma’am.” They said that together and as smartly, Dev 
thought, as if they were addressing an admiral. He nodded 
and headed off toward the one corridor that branched off 
the reception area. 

“You mother appears to be a formidable woman, kitten.” 
Drew walked on Dev’s left side so that Julia could see him. 

“I know. When I grow up, | want to be just like her.” 

“God help us,” Dev said. But he knew even as the words 
left his mouth, they were framed by a smile. 

x KOK OX 

“I’ve always said you had a hard head, Julia Benedict. But 
| didn’t expect you to prove it to me in quite so dramatic a 
fashion.” 

Julia grinned at her stern-faced Uncle James. “Trust me 
when I say this wasn’t my idea.” 

“That’s what they all say lately,” Uncle Adam said. 

“That may be true, but I really mean it.” 

“Uh-huh. Now, stare at my nose while | check your eyes.” 
Dr. Adam Jessop used the tips of his fingers on the edges of 
her chin to gently center her head, then flashed that light 
into her eyes. 


Personally she always thought this was one of the hardest 
parts of any exam. This and the blood pressure check. To 
her way of thinking, that hurt worse than a shot. 

She continued to watch Dr. Adam’s nose, but couldn’t 
help but notice in her peripheral that both Dev and Drew 
had relaxed somewhat. 

By the way her men had braced themselves when they’d 
accompanied her into the examination room, Julia knew that 
they had both expected to have their presence there 
challenged. 

She could have told them there was no need to gird their 
loins. This was Lusty, Texas, and the Doctors Jessop were 
used to having men accompany their women into exam 
rooms. 

“By the way”—Dr. James sat in the corner making notes 
on the PC—“David and Robbie will be here in a couple of 
weeks.” 

“Who are David and Robbie?” Dev asked. 

“Our eldest sons,” Dr. Adam answered. 

“It'll be good to see them again. Is Auntie Pam planning a 
party?” 

“They’re not coming home to visit,” Dr. James answered. 
“They're coming home to stay.” 

“Really? That’s fantastic!” 

“Keep looking at my nose,” Dr. Adam admonished. He 
switched the light to her other eye. 

“Are they going to work at one of the Hospitals in Waco or 
Houston?” Julia found it a challenge to look in one direction 
but speak toward another. 

“Your sons are doctors, too?” Drew asked. 

“Just Dave and Robbie are, yes,” Doctor James answered. 
“Marcus, our youngest son, is a lab tech—he works in Waco 
and mans the lab here as well. Grant and Andrew are 
firefighters. They’re both up in Washington State, God help 
us all, learning how to be smoke jumpers. Our daughter 
Rebecca is an artist.” 


“Actually, David and Robert were going to split their time 
between Houston and here.” Adam Jessop stood back from 
Julia. He switched places with his brother, so that Dr. James 
could finish the exam while Dr. Adam made notes. 

“So you could potentially have four Doctors Jessop on 
duty at one time.” Drew’s tone said he was trying to wrap 
his head around that one. 

Julia contained her smile when she noticed Dev trying 
hard not to laugh. 

“That might be a problem,” Dr. James conceded, “as it is 
to some extent, now. But we’ve all different first names, so 
maybe we'll just use those.” 

While he’d been speaking he’d been examining Julia’s 
neck and shoulders. He signaled for her to lift her T-shirt 
which she did. 

She had to give her uncle credit for not giving her another 
lecture. She’d had a look at her chest herself just before the 
helicopter came to pick them up. The deep purple marks 
from her car’s seat belt really looked a lot worse than they 
felt. She mentally gave up a small prayer of gratitude she 
had her bra on, and wasn’t asked to remove it. The girls had 
suffered a few scratches, but they’d be fine. 

There were just some things a woman didn’t want her 
uncles to look at, doctors or not. She caught Dr. James’s 
gaze. Making her tone as serious as possible, she said, 
“Seat belts save lives.” 

Dr. James grunted, and then stepped back. “They do, yes, 
but nothing comes without a cost.” 

“You’ve a very mild concussion, but nothing broken or 
damaged internally,” Dr. Adam said. “That butterfly strip 
should do well enough on that cut. It wasn’t deep enough or 
long enough for stitches.” 

“Thank God.” Julia had received a few stitches in her head 
when she was a kid and could still recall the sting of the 
needle given inside the cut in order to freeze it. 


“We'll prescribe acetaminophen with codeine for the 
combined pains.” Dr. James waved his hand to indicate her 
entire body. “Rest for the next few days. How’s your 
headache now?” 

“Just a mild throb.” Her men had given her a couple of 
aspirin that morning, but they were beginning to wear off. 

Dr. James nodded. “If the headaches increase in the next 
couple of days, you get your butt in here, young lady.” 

“We'll see to it she rests,” Dev said. “And don’t worry. 
We'll make sure she comes back if necessary.” 

Julia sighed. “There you go talking about me as if | 
weren't here again.” 

“Poor kitten.” Drew turned her face gently and kissed her. 
Just a sweet caress, the taste of him fleeting, Julia knew that 
she needed more, and soon. “You know we’re just trying to 
take care of you.” 

Dev stroked her shoulder, so she turned to look at him. 
“We are,” he said. “We were both scared out of our minds 
when you were taken, baby doll. Be patient with us.” His 
kiss was just as soft, and his flavor called to her as strongly 
as Drew's. 

She’d had them both inside her body just hours before, 
and she needed them that way again. Only this time she 
wanted it to be at home—their home—and in their 
enormous bed. 

“I know.” She did know. She’d grown up in Lusty and had 
seen firsthand how the men of her family pampered the 
women. 

“Let’s go home.” She turned her attention to the doctors. 
“We can leave, right?” And even as her uncles nodded, she 
Saw a look pass between her lovers that set all her senses 
on alert. 

“We thought you'd like to take some time with your 
mother and grandmother first,” Dev said. “I think Kate 
would like to see you for herself, see that you’re all right. 
Don’t you?” 


“Um...sure.” Something’s going on, she thought. 

“Great!” Dev lifted her off the exam table with such 
exquisite tenderness that she nearly pushed aside her 
misgivings. 

“Don’t worry about us. We have a couple of errands to 
run.” Drew smiled. 

Julia had that sense again. “Okay, what’s going on?” 

Her lovers looked at each other, then at her. “Nothing’s 
going on. We're just proving that we’re sensitive men, who 
appreciate their woman needs time with other women, 
that’s all.” 

Really suspicious now, she looked at her uncles, but 
neither of the Doctors Jessop seemed to think that anything 
was amiss. 

“Come on, sweetheart. Your mother and grandmother are 
waiting for you at the Big House.” 

“But Mother’s out front,” Julia said. 

“No, when I went out to see her, she said she’d see you 
over at Kate’s,” Drew said. 

Julia braced herself for a horde of family in the waiting 
room. Whenever one of them had an emergency visit to the 
clinic, family gathered. It was a tradition that dated back as 
far as she could remember. 

The waiting room held only her cousin Matthew. He 
greeted her with a big smile and then a hug. “I missed all 
the excitement as Steven and Kelsey and | went to Dallas 
overnight. I’m glad you’re all right.” 

“Thanks. Where is everyone?” 

Matthew looked around as if he didn’t understand what 
she meant. “Everyone who? Oh, your mom. Aunt Abby said 
she’d meet you at the Big House.” 

He gave her a smile that held all his considerable charm. 
Now she knew for certain that something was up. Obviously, 
something the men—she didn’t miss the fact that Matthew 
was in uniform—thought to handle on their own. 


Clearly, she wasn’t going to be offered any answers 
easily. She cast a quick look over at the receptionist’s desk, 
unsurprised to see that Sheila, who'd been sitting there 
when she had been taken in to see the doctors, was no 
longer there. 

She folded her arms across her chest and moved so she 
could look at her cousin and both of her lovers at the same 
time. 

“I'll go to the Big House, if that’s where you want me to 
do. After you tell me what the hell is going on. And don’t 
think to feed me any lines of bull, either. | want the straight 
truth, and | want it now.” 

The men exchanged what she could only call calculating 
glances. 

Matthew sighed. “I knew our winning streak had to end. | 
think we’d better come clean, gentlemen. The bulldog, here, 
won't let it go until we do.” 

Dev and Drew definitely didn’t look happy. 

“All right, damn it. We'll tell you on the way. Seriously, 
Julia, we don’t know how much time we have.” 

Julia smiled, and then set herself down in one of the 
chairs. Her message was clear enough even for men to 
understand. She wasn’t moving until she had all the facts. 
When they continued to give her what they must have 
thought were intimidating stares, she tilted her head and 
said, “In that case, you’d better talk fast.” 


Chapter 19 


They’d turned Morgan Kendall’s living room into their ops 
center. Not ideal, but of all the larger houses, this one was 
closest to Jordan Kendall’s house. 

Drew stood by the board they’d set up with a map of the 
town on it, and looked at the assembled team. Adam 
Kendall had turned planning and execution over to him and 
Dev and Morgan, but, like his deputy Matthew Benedict, was 
fully engaged with them in this operation. 

The others who'd gathered—Henry, Jordan, and Jake 
Kendall and Julia’s triplet brothers may not have black ops 
experience, but each man knew how to handle a gun and 
had a vested interest in the outcome of this little operation. 

Because of the status of his undercover investigation, 
Connor Talbot had been unable to send a detailed message 
to them, and nothing since early that morning, before he 
and Dev arrived back in Lusty. Regardless, they had no 
doubt whatsoever that Miguel Ramos would indeed arrive in 
Lusty—likely today—to try and finish the job he had Juan 
Pecos start. Since Juan had abducted Julia believing her to 
be Peter’s woman, everyone agreed Ramos’s most likely 
target would be the home Jordan, Peter, and Tracy shared. 

Peter had pulled in another Fed, Joe Grant, a special agent 
with the FBI, who’d happened to be in town today, and the 
two of them were inside that house now, waiting. 

“Caleb, Joshua, and Michael Murphy are currently 
stationed here, here, and here.” Drew pointed to three 
locations through the middle of Lusty, the last being just 
outside the restaurant. “They’re wired, and keeping Adam 
updated. They’ll alert us when that bastard drives through 
town.” 

“The dads were pretty smart coming up with that ‘old 
men in rocking chairs’ cover,” Matthew said. 


Drew grinned. “They were. In all likelihood, Ramos won't 
give them a second look.” 

“Someone ought to snap a picture,” Morgan said. 

“Steven’s already done that with his cell phone as he 
made his way to the Big House to keep the women 
company,” Matthew said. 

Henry laughed. “You mean on his way to keep them under 
surveillance. Steven’s way too smart to actually venture 
inside that building after we more or less shanghaied all the 
women and forced them to go there.” 

“When this is over, may | suggest we phone in an ‘all 
clear’ to the house, and then keep well back?” Jordan asked. 

“You mean the way you would if you had to release some 
angry bees from captivity?” Henry asked. 

“Exactly.” 

Drew chuckled, and Adam shook his head. “You forced 
your ladies to go there instead of explaining the situation 
and asking? You deserve to get stung,” Adam said. 

Drew agreed with Adam. Once he and Dev had explained 
the situation to Julia, she’d gone along with their plan 
without a single word of protest. 

Of course, she’d looked at them as if they were not too 
swift, but he figured that could just have been a side effect 
of her concussion. 

He shot a look at Dev and then nodded slightly. Time to 
take back the meeting. 

“Everyone’s radio is on the same frequency, and will 
check in at fifteen-minute intervals, unless you have 
something specific to report. There is a wealth of places to 
conceal ourselves, and we'll surround the place with 
concentric circles of men.” He looked over at Adam, then 
back at the rest. “It’s not enough just to grab Ramos in 
Lusty. We need to catch him in the act of breaking the law.” 

“Entering Jordan’s place will result in a charge of breaking 
and entering,” Adam said. “What we’re hoping for, really, is 
to be able to charge him with attempted murder.” 


Dev spoke up for the first time. “They’ve set things up to 
look as if someone’s in the bed—which is likely where 
Ramos will expect her to be, since Julia was injured and he 
knows it.” 

“Our contact was only able to send one message, and 
that message said, ‘he’s coming solo,’” Drew said. “Ramos 
is on his own with no backup, and he is headed this way. So 
let’s check our weapons and our communication units, and 
get into position.” 

“PIL stay here and monitor everything and everyone.” 
Adam had his hands on his hips as he looked at each one of 
them in turn. The sheriff may have let Dev and I plan things, 
but he didn’t abrogate any of his authority. “You'll report in 
to me on schedule. If necessary, we’ll get the Texas Rangers 
involved. They’re just a phone call away. You will not engage 
the subject, unless and until he breaks the law—and you will 
not put him in need of medical attention unless it’s to save 
a life.” 

“Geez, you’re tough, brother,” Henry said. 

Adam simply continued to stare at him until Henry sighed. 
“Yes, of course. You’re the boss.” 

Adam smiled. “I’ve waited a lot of years to hear you say 
that.” 

Dev straightened up. “Okay, let’s check our gear and 
move.” 

“The uncles report all’s clear,” Adam said. “No sign of him 
yet.” 

“No,” Drew agreed. “But it’s going to be soon. | feel it.” 

x KOK XK 

“Well boy howdy, what kind of logic is that?” 

Julia gave Ginny Rose a big smile. Then she looked around 
the room at the women gathered there, and felt such pride 
well within her. Surrounding her were the smartest, savviest, 
and bravest women she knew. Most of them were related to 
her. She slid another glance at Ginny, and amended that 
thought. All of them were related to her, or about to be. 


“That, my dear, is what’s known as male logic.” Grandma 
Kate shook her head. “Quite often, male logic is spot-on. But 
every once in a while...” 

“| don’t understand how it could be so far off this time,” 
Tracy said. “What are those Y chromosome carriers 
thinking? The wrong woman was grabbed in the first place. 
What makes them think this Ramos character will go to the 
right woman's house?” 

“Sweetheart, they aren’t thinking.” Bernice brought in a 
tray that held three pots of tea. Julia’s mother followed her 
with a tray of cups, and Kelsey set down the condiments 
that had been arranged on a third tray. 

“Now, let’s sit down and have some tea and give this 
matter some thought.” Grandma Kate pulled out her chair 
and waited until the others followed suit. 

“Penelope and the geeks are in Houston, and so are my 
husbands,” Susan said. “Anyone know who they elected to 
keep an eye on us here?” 

“I caught sight of Steven out the kitchen window,” 
Bernice said. “Trying to be sneaky and discreet.” 

Susan Evans-Magee snorted. “Yeah, like he could.” 

“Now, be kind,” Grandma Kate said. “They’re all just 
doing what nature is telling them to do—protect their 
womenfolk.” 

“That must be why their logic got skewed,” Ginny Rose 
said. “On account they were too focused on protecting us.” 

Julia caught the several pleased smiles around the table. 
She knew how much everyone loved the young woman and 
considered her theirs. It would seem Ginny herself was 
finally coming to the realization that Lusty was where she 
belonged. Grandma Kate, especially, beamed widely and 
patted Ginny’s hand. “That’s right, dear.” 

“I do believe Ramos is on his way,” Julia said. “Juan Pecos 
said that he thought the man was losing control not just of 
his empire, but his faculties. He’s become obsessed with 
taking revenge on Peter—Juan thought he believed he 


needed to kill his woman, and him, to make such an 
example of him, in order to set everything right for himself.” 

“Peter said that everything they knew about Miguel 
Ramos pointed to him being a superstitious man,” Tracy 
said. “So that plays to his character. He likely thinks that his 
world was fine until Peter confiscated his diamonds.” 

“I agree with you,” Julia said to her. “What doesn’t play, is 
his going to your house.” 

“I think we're all agreed there,” Bernice said. “The 
question is, where will he go when he gets here?” 

“That is the question,” Julia murmured. 

Grandma Kate poured out the tea, and Bernice distributed 
the cups. 

“I spoke with Samantha a few minutes ago,” Bernice said. 
“She’s in Denver and wanted to rush back to be with us. | 
assured her we were fine. With Tracy and Tamara and Ginny 
here with us, she was some relieved we were taking care of 
her girls.” 

“It was definitely panicked male logic at work. Circle the 
wagons, prepare for attack.” Tamara shook her head. 
“Morgan and Henry should know better. I’ve already 
demonstrated | can take care of myself.” 

“Men are funny, dear,” Grandma Kate said. “They didn’t 
look at your innovative use of that screwdriver in the same 
way that we all did.” 

“I’m just glad Colt and Ryder are in Houston,” Susan said. 
“They didn’t appreciate my arming myself with that shovel, 
either.” 

Julia grinned into her teacup the same way everyone else 
was doing. 

“Men are strange sometimes,” Kelsey agreed. 

“You know, I’ve been thinking.” Julia set her cup down. 
“Dev didn’t say much about the man who'd been tracking 
us last night, except that he was someone he’d had 
acquaintance with.” 


“In man-speak that would mean that likely your pursuer 
was another special-ops kind of guy,” Tracy said. 

“Right. Now, he did say that he offered the man no 
information except that Juan Pecos hadn’t taken Peter’s 
woman. And he said that this man, whoever he was, would 
not impart that information to Ramos.” 

“Hence the men’s belief he’ll go to Tracy’s,” Abigail said. 

Julia had a glimmer of an idea, but it wasn’t yet fully 
formed. “Do you know,” she said slowly, “that Dev and Drew 
refused to let me walk the entire night? They insisted on 
carrying me the whole way.” 

“Reckon they overreacted to your injury,” Ginny said. “l 
know how that can be. | cut my finger the other day and 
you'd have thought | was in danger of dying the way Adam 
and Jake fussed over me.” She ducked her head and 
blushed. 

Grandma Kate patted her hand. “They’re both very 
sensitive men, sweetheart.” 

Julia set her cup down and leaned forward. “The thing is, 
even though | wasn’t that hurt, the man following them 
wouldn’t have known that. And if he reported to Ramos that 
my rescuers were carrying me...” 

Abigail set her cup down. “Then he’d think you were hurt 
worse than you were.” 

“Yes he would,” Julia said. That idea was almost fully 
formed. 

“The man is older, and perhaps a little old world, is my 
sense,” Tracy said. 

“Maybe he’d figure that your menfolk would want to keep 
you close. If he knows anything about the town, he’d know 
we have a clinic here,” Ginny said. 

“My goodness, that’s it!” Grandma Kate nodded her head. 
“The clinic.” 

“I think you’re absolutely right,” Bernice said. 

The nods and words of assent were unanimous. 


” 


“Now,” Grandma Kate said. “It just remains for us to 
figure out what we’re going to do about it.” 

“We could tell the men,” Abigail suggested. 

“We could, yes. Would they listen?” Grandma Kate looked 
at each one of them in turn. 

“No.” 

Julia giggled, because all eight women had said that at 
the same time. 

“Susan, Mom, Tracy, and | are the best shooters here,” 
Julia said. 

“Bernice, do you still have those smocks we used to wear 
when we volunteered at the clinic?” Grandma Kate asked. 

“Do you know, | do? They're at the back of my closet.” 

“I can’t shoot none, but | can moan and groan with the 
best of them,” Ginny said. “I figure you’re going to need 
someone to play ‘patient.’” She met Julia’s gaze, and then 
looked at Grandma Kate. “I need to help with this.” 

The silence only lasted a moment. Grandma Kate said in 
her really soft voice, “Of course you do, sweetheart.” 

Julia knew most of Ginny’s story, and had an idea how far 
the young woman had come since the entire town of Lusty 
had adopted her and her young son as their own. 

“The only tricky part,” Tamara said, “will be getting past 
Steven, and the uncles.” 

“I can distract Steven,” Kelsey said. When everyone 
looked at her, she added, “Technically, they didn’t tell us we 
couldn’t leave. And neither of my men bothered to mention 
we would be ‘guarded’ and that they wanted us to stay 
here. So what’s to stop me from looking out the window, 
seeing Steven, and indulging in a little, um, private time?” 

“A valid point, Kelsey,” Grandma Kate said. “You can leave 
my sons to me. Now, how long, do you figure, until the men 
have gotten themselves into position around Tracy’s 
house?” 

Julia looked at her watch. “I’ve been here roughly half an 
hour, and I’m pretty certain those two Navy SEALs are in 


charge of the ‘deployment.’ So I’d say, give them another 
twenty minutes before we head out.” 

“Good,” Grandma Kate said. “That gives us a bit of time 
to have some more tea and work out the finer details of our 
plan.” 

x KOK OX 

Adam Kendall adjusted the special Bluetooth he wore, the 
unfamiliar presence in his ear only slightly irritating. He kept 
one eye on the clock, counting down the minutes since 
everyone had gotten into position and checked in. 

From every bit of intelligence they’d been able to gather 
—which admittedly wasn’t much—and from the best 
guesses of three experienced special ops operatives, they’d 
calculated that Miguel Ramos should be approaching Lusty 
within the next half hour. 

If they’d had more time, they might have alerted both the 
Rangers and maybe even the FBI. Adam felt a smile ghost 
across his lips. He could admit to himself, at least, that no, 
they likely wouldn’t have. 

That bastard Ramos had dared to take one of their 
women. They might all be living in the twenty-first century, 
but the men of Lusty weren’t that far removed, mentally 
and spiritually, from the founders of their town. 

They couldn’t lynch the bastard, but they sure as hell 
could bag his ass. 

Adam already had his story figured out for when they 
presented Ramos to the Feds. Since they’d only been 
working on a hunch, he hadn’t felt comfortable alerting the 
authorities and possibly wasting precious resources on what 
could have ended up being a wild-goose chase. 

That’s my story and I’m sticking to it. Adam grinned at 
the thought. 

“What the hell.” 

Adam jerked straighter as the voice of his Uncle Caleb, 
sounding annoyed, echoed in his ear. 

“What’s wrong?” 


“I’m not sure. It looks like...well, hell’s bells, it’s the 
women!” 

“The women? What about the women?” 

“They've just pulled to the curb by the clinic. | don’t...now 
that doesn’t make any sense at all.” 

“Caleb, what the hell is going on over there?” 

“Just give me a second to verify. I’m about a block away, 
but I’ve got the binoculars...” 

Adam knew precisely where Caleb Benedict was with 
relation to the clinic. He was closer to a half block away, but 
Adam decided not to quibble over the distance. 

“Okay, | think we have a problem. We've got Susie, Julia, 
Tracy, and Abby packing guns, Tamara, Bernie and Ginny 
unarmed, all heading into the clinic, and, crap, Mother’s 
headed this way.” 

“What in the name of all that’s holy are they doing?” 
Hearing Ginny’s name included in Caleb’s litany shook him, 
badly. 

“I don’t know but it looked like Ginny was wearing a 
hospital gown and Bernie had on a lab coat, looking like a 
doctor. Oh, and Tamara had some sort of video camera, | 
think.” 

Apparently Grandma Kate reached Caleb just then. Adam 
was able to hear both sides of the conversation. 

“Mother, what in tarnation are y’all doing?” 

“We're just seeing to it that all the bases are covered, 
dear. Nothing for you to worry about.” 

“Mother...” 

“Hush now, Caleb. If you want to be useful, you might tell 
whoever’s coordinating your communications that we’re 
here. And keep an eye out. Of course, if that Ramos fellow 
shows up, why then, we’d be happy for a little backup.” 

“Mother, come back!” 

“I can’t, | have to go and...” 

Adam didn’t hear the rest, but then, he didn’t have to. It 
took him only a few seconds to understand just exactly what 


was going on. When he did, he swore, long and loud. 

Finally he said, “They think Ramos is going to head for the 
clinic instead of Jordan’s.” 

There was a short silence in Adam’s ear, and then a few 
choice expletives as Caleb agreed. 

“What the hell do you want me to do? You want | should 
try and get them to go home?” 

Like you could. “No. They’re in the clinic, they’re armed, 
and safe for the moment. l'Il alert the others, because 
Ramos going there makes a certain kind of sense. We 
missed something in our planning.” 

“I don’t see what,” Caleb grumbled. 

“| don’t, either. But | trust Grandma Kate’s instincts. If 
she’s involved—” 

Caleb cut him off. “Damn it, Adam, they could be right. 
Here comes an old brown Chevy | don’t recognize, and, hell, 
it just turned in at the clinic, too. Single driver, male, 
wearing a hat. Older man, judging by the way he’s moving. 
Shit, he just went inside. | have to get over there.” 

“No!” 

“What the hell do you mean, no?” 

It was the toughest call he’d ever made. “Caleb, the 
women obviously have a plan. If you go bursting in there 
waving your gun, you could mess it up.” 

“Damn easy for you to say, Adam Kendall. You don’t have 
a woman over there in harm’s way.” 

“Guess again. Ginny’s in there, Caleb, so you just wait 


one damn minute. l'Il alert the others. In the meantime, you 
get Jon and Mike Murphy to join you. | have an idea. l'Il be 
there in five.” 

“I don’t know...” 

“Well | do, and I’m still the sheriff of this town. Do as | 
say, now!” 


Adam switched channels, alerted Dev, and headed out to 
his car. At the last moment he veered away from the cruiser 
and slid behind the wheel of Morgan’s Jeep. He’d have to 


approach Caleb’s position from the north, and he sure as 
hell didn’t want that bastard, Ramos, to spot his cruiser and 
get spooked. 

His heart pounded loud in his chest, and it sounded very 
much like Ginny’s name. 


Chapter 20 


Julia sat in the waiting room, magazine open, and hat 
pulled low, her very favorite Smith & Wesson 9mm in her 
hand, safety off. Across from her, Grandma Kate manned 
the reception desk. She had the telephone receiver in one 
hand, and her gaze, much like Julia’s, was fixed on the door. 

Because of her vantage point, Grandma Kate would see 
him first when he arrived. 

“We have to be prepared, because Caleb was wearing a 
Bluetooth, so the men know by now what we're up to.” 

“Do you think they'll storm their way in here?” Julia asked. 

“Lord, | hope not. They should have more brains than 
that. Not that | wouldn’t mind a discreet entrance, mind 
you.” 

Julia grinned. “I’m with you.” 

Julia knew full well if they’d called Adam, or any of the 
men, and tried to convince them they’d picked the wrong 
spot, it wouldn’t have worked. 

But they’d been alerted now, and would be ready to move 
at a moment’s notice. Every one of the women getting 
ready to face a drug lord and murderer counted on the men 
getting here, and getting it right. 

Julia had never fired her gun at a human being, and didn’t 
relish the idea she might have to do so before this scene 
played out. But she’d do whatever she had to do to bring an 
end to that bastard’s intimidation of her family. 

The uncles hadn’t been very happy about having their 
clinic invaded by the women of Lusty, Texas. But once 
Bernice and her mother had explained things to them, 
they’d agreed to help. 

Her mother and Tracy were concealed behind the doors to 
exam rooms one and two respectively. In room three, Ginny 
lay on the bed, her head bandaged, looking suitably 
concussed. Beside her, Susie acted the grieving older sister, 


her hair frazzled, tears streaking down her face—and her 
Glock loaded and concealed on her lap. 

“I have to admit, the Glock beats a shovel as a weapon of 
choice,” she’d said as she headed toward exam room three. 

Julia found she had to agree with her, there. 

Along one wall, tall supply cupboards held everything 
from linens to tongue depressors. Today they held 
considerably more as, hidden by strategically draped linens 
that gave her just enough of a vantage point, Tamara sat 
with a camcorder, ready to document the coming 
confrontation. 

Bernice, along with Dr. James, came to stand near the 
reception desk. Bernice’s lab coat concealed her weapon of 
choice, a small derringer that Julia had never seen before. 
Uncle James wasn’t armed, but he stood at the reception 
desk, ready to say his lines the moment Kate gave him his 
cue. 

Ramos would come. Julia could feel it. 

She was just wondering how long they’d have to wait 
when Grandma Kate got this look on her face and Julia 
realized the waiting was over. 

The door to the clinic swung open, and it was as if some 
unseen director had said “action.” 

“Kate, try and get hold of Peter Alvarez again. See how 
long he thinks it’ll be before he gets here. Tell him he’d best 
hurry. It’s not looking good for his fiancée. No, it’s not 
looking good at all.” 

“Right away, Doctor. It’s such a shame. Those two 
lovebirds had such plans for the future.” Kate picked up the 
phone and pretended to be placing the call. 

Julia tried not to roll her eyes as she continued to appear 
to be reading her magazine. In fact she watched as the man 
known as Don Miguel Ramos made his way toward her 
family. 

She recognized him from the photo her men had shown 
her on their cell phones as they’d tried to talk her into going 


into hiding with the rest of the women. 

“Excuse me, Doctor...1 am Ricardo Alvarez. | heard you 
mention the name of mi sobrino nieto...my great-nephew, 
Peter. | have come to see him and su novia...his fiancée. 
Such a tragedy. Please, will you take me to them?” 

Julia thought Ramos was a better actor than he was a 
drug lord. Her heart pounded in her chest, and she felt a 
bead of sweat travel down her back. 

Her uncle James, bless him, frowned as he considered the 
request. 

“Peter’s not here yet. He’s on his way, but a traffic tie up 
on the Interstate...” He let the sentence trail off, and treated 
the man to a look of doctoral concern. 

“I will be glad to represent /a familia Alvarez, until Peter 
arrives.” 

Ramos had stood taller when he’d said that, as if he was 
indeed “manning up” in a difficult situation. 

“Well, | don’t know, it would be highly unusual, but—” 

The door swung open to the sound of moans and groans. 
Into the reception area came her Uncles Caleb and 
Jonathan, with Mike Murphy between them. 

“Take it easy, damn it, it hurts!” Mike Murphy surely 
sounded like a man in pain. 

“It’s what you get for being a damn fool and trying to 
jump off the tailgate of that truck,” Caleb said. Then he 
looked up. “Hey, Doc, glad you’re there. | think Mike busted 
his leg again.” 

Bernice reached out and touched Dr. James’s arm. “Why 
don’t | take Mr. Alvarez back, Doctor, while you tend to 
these new patients?” 

Julia had to bite back a giggle. Clearly that was not what 
Aunt Bernice’s husbands had in mind. But that was, indeed, 
the script they’d all agreed upon. 

By now the phone extension in all three exam rooms 
would have buzzed twice, so everyone would be ready. 


“There is no need. | do not wish to take you away from 
these men in need,” Ramos said. “Just point me in the right 
direction. | will go to the senorita’s side at once.” 

Bernice looked at Doctor James who sighed, then nodded. 

“She’s in room three,” Bernice said. “Just down that 
corridor. She’s the only patient we have here today.” 

If Julia ever got it in mind to open a “little theater” here in 
Lusty, she knew that at least she’d have a wealth of talent 
from which to draw. 

So far, everyone had played their role to perfection. 

“Gracias.” Ramos bowed, and then made his way in the 
direction Bernice had pointed him. 

Julia didn’t wait around to see to what degree her uncles 
were about to give her aunt and grandmother hell. She 
simply set her magazine aside, and very quickly, but very 
quietly, followed Ramos. 

Their plan hadn’t been perfect, and one tiny detail none 
of them ever considered was that he might go into the exam 
room and close the door. 

Susan’s quick thinking saved them all. 

“Who are you? What are you doing here in my sister’s 
room?” 

Because she’d spoken so loudly and with such attitude, 
Ramos gave up on closing the door and stepped further into 
the room, perhaps focusing on calming her. 

Julia crept closer, followed by Tracy and her mother. They 
all listened intently, waiting for their cue. 

“Senorita, por favor. | am Ricardo Alvarez. Peter is my 
nephew. | am here to...to show my support at this difficult 
time.” 

“| didn’t know Peter had an uncle.” Susan’s tone sounded 
considering. 

“We are a very large family, yet not always as close as 
one would hope. Please, if you would give me a few 
moments alone with your sister. | would...!1 would like to pray 
over her.” 


“No way. | don’t know you, and | am not leaving this 
room. You'll just have to pray with me here.” 

“That is most unfortunate.” 

Julia heard Susan’s gasp, Ginny’s moan, and moved. 

She stepped into the room, her S&W ready to fire, and 
brought the barrel to rest at the base of Ramos’s skull. The 
man might have made a move against her, but then he 
must have spotted Susan’s Glock, because he tensed and 
held still. 

“I’ve never heard of a religion that prays with a gun, 
Senor Ramos,” Julia said. 

Ginny sat up, tossed the single blanket off her, and swung 
her legs to hang over the side of the bed. Julia noted her 
trembling and figured her newest friend was pretty darn 
brave to have done what she had, despite being scared 
enough to tremble. 

“I will kill you, all three of you, just as | killed Juan Pecos, 
just as | kill anyone who dares to challenge me. Dios. You're 
nothing but weak-willed, pampered women. How dare you 
think even for a moment you can stop me!” 

“And yet, we are the ones holding you at gunpoint. Now 
lower your weapon.” Julia prayed like she never had before 
that the man would comply. 

In her peripheral vision she saw her mother and Tracy 
enter the room, their guns trained on Ramos. 

“Hay cuatro de nosotros con armas entrenados sobre 
usted, senor,” her mother said. 

Ramos only grunted in response to being told four of 
them had him at gunpoint. He began to lower his gun. But 
then, instead of following through, he brought his arm up 
again. 

And cried out in pain when Ginny’s foot shot out, strong 
and fast and sure and kicked the weapon right out of his 
hand. 

The door exploded open, and the air was suddenly ripe 
with testosterone. 


“Down! On your knees, Ramos! Now!” 

Julia intended to step completely out of the way so that 
Peter Alvarez could arrest the man who’d put a price on his 
head. But she found herself surrounded by strong male 
arms, picked up as if she weighed nothing, and carried right 
out of the room. 

Dev set her down in a corner of the reception area and 
turned her around. Drew stood beside him, and she honestly 
didn’t know if they wanted to kiss her or throttle her. 

He’d kept his hands on her shoulders, and she could feel 
him trembling. 

“Honest to God, woman, | ought to turn you over my knee 
and paddle your ass till you can’t sit down for a week!” 

“That makes two of us,” Drew said. 

Julia had never seen such fierce warriors in all her life. 
She fought her smile and said, “You’d probably better 
disarm me, first, then.” 

x KOK XK 

Dev blinked, and for a moment was somehow unable to 
process exactly what it was Julia had just said. Then he 
looked down at the handgun she held. 

“Don’t worry,” she said. “As soon as you lifted me, | put 
the safety back on.” 

“Jesus Christ.” Dev took the pistol from her and looked at 
it. Smith & Wesson M&P Compact, 9 millimeter, capacity 12 
+1 rounds. “Do you at least know how to use that thing?” 

“I’m a Texan woman, I'll remind you. Of course | know 
how to use it. I’m a hell of a shot, too.” 

Dev looked from the gun to her, meeting her gaze. In her 
amazing hazel eyes he saw determination, pride, and love. 

“You're not even a little bit afraid of us, are you, baby 
doll?” 

Julia looked from him to Drew, then back again. “Of 
course not. Why would | be afraid of you? You love me.” 

Dev nodded. “Good. Then in a week or so, when you’ve 
recovered from your concussion and we take turns paddling 


your ass, you won't be scared.” 

Julia grinned at him. “Scared, no. Turned on...maybe.” 

He shook his head, then pulled her into his arms. 

“Holy hell, woman, you did what?” Adam’s voice carried 
over the entire assemblage, and Dev eased his hold on Julia 
so they could all turn their attention to Lusty’s sheriff and 
the woman who apparently had him tied in knots. 

So that’s why Adam sounded like he was losing it when he 
contacted us. 

“Well, boy howdy, what was | supposed to do?” Ginny 
asked, her hands on her hips. “I'd been watching his eyes 
and | saw that he decided it didn’t matter there were four 
guns trained on him, he was going to shoot somebody. My 
foot reacted before | even had a chance to think!” 

Adam ran both hands over his face, an act of frustration 
Dev could identify with. 

“Do you have any idea how many men—and women— 
that bastard has murdered, brutally?” Adam asked her. 

“Now see, that’s what | don’t get. Why do y’all—lawmen 
that is—say ‘brutally’ murdered? | mean, murdered is 
murdered, isn’t it? Would the opposite to ‘brutally murdered’ 
be ‘gently’ murdered?” 

Dev heard Julia’s snicker and shot her a hard glare. In 
turn, she mimicked a kiss, aimed right at him. 

“I got the whole thing on film,” Tamara announced. She 
walked right up to Adam and gave him her camcorder. “You 
can watch it again and again, if you like. Ginny was 
amazing. We all were.” 

As soon as Adam took the device, Tamara took Ginny’s 
hand and began to lead her away. 

“We're not done, Ginny Rose,” Adam called after her. 

The young woman looked over her shoulder and gave 
Adam a solemn look. “I sincerely hope not, Sheriff Kendall.” 

Dev looked back at Julia. Her gaze had followed the 
unfolding tableau. He noted the smile on her face, and 


wondered what she thought about her cousin the sheriff and 
the pretty little single mom. 

“Let’s see who we have to see,” he said. He looked over 
at Drew and knew his best friend was as eager to be alone 
with their woman as he was. 

“Who do we have to see?” Julia frowned, and looked 
around the room. “Adam and Peter and that other Fed seem 
to have the situation under control.” 

“You'll have to give a statement,” Drew said. 

“So let’s get that done so we can go home.” Dev ran his 
hand up and down Julia’s back. She leaned into his caress. 
She had to be exhausted. He sincerely hoped she wasn’t too 
exhausted. 

“Yeah.” Her sigh made him think she could almost read 
his mind. “I want to go home. I’ve been imagining us 
together in that hot tub since early this morning when | 
awoke on the ground.” 

“You weren’t on the ground for long,” Drew said. “Mostly, 
you were on me.” 

“Yeah.” And this time her sigh sounded downright feline. 

Dev led her over to Adam, who directed her to Matthew. 
Her cousin duly recorded her statement, at times goggle- 
eyed. 

Finally, unable to help himself, he set the deputy sheriff 
within him aside and asked, “Grandma Kate went along with 
this? And Mom? And Aunt Abby?” 

“Actually, it was Grandma Kate who urged us to figure 
things out and then do something.” Julia patted his shoulder. 
“Once we thought the situation over, we knew that Ramos 
wouldn’t go to the house—his man had taken the wrong 
woman, remember, and none of us imagined that he knew 
Peter and Tracy lived at Jordan’s house.” 

“Why in hell didn’t you call us and tell us that?” 

Julia scowled at him. “Would you have listened to our 
logic?” 


Dev gave Matt credit. He figured the deputy’s first 
impulse was to answer in the affirmative. Instead, Matt 
closed his mouth and looked at him and Drew. 

Dev decided, then, to give his woman her due. “Honest 
answer? We’d have thanked you for what we would have all 
considered to be useless information, and stayed right 
where we were.” 

Julia grinned, then stretched up and gave him a light kiss. 
Then she turned to her cousin. “Are we done, now? Because 
| seriously need to go home and get naked with my men.” 

Matt didn’t stammer or swear. He simply closed his 
notebook and treated them all to a wave toward the door. 
“Tomorrow, my office. Be there, or be square.” 

“Thanks.” She gave her cousin a quick kiss on the cheek 
then turned and looked at first Dev, then Drew. 

“Let’s go home.” 

Personally, Dev didn’t think he’d ever heard a better 
suggestion in his entire life. “That’s one hell of a good idea, 
baby doll. Let’s go home.” 


Chapter 21 


Dev carried her into the master bathroom, angling toward 
the shower instead of the spa. 

“I wanted to soak in the hot tub.” Julia made certain she 
used a pout to frame those words. It was a good pout, too, 
because when she'd been just a bit younger she’d practiced 
it in front of the mirror until she’d gotten it just right. 

“Spa after, kitten,” Drew said. “Just before we go to 
Sleep.” 

“You stood out in the rain last night and showered, and | 
wanted to be able to give you warmer water then,” Dev 
said. 

She heard the regret in his voice, and hated that he felt 
he’d let her down in any way. “I wasn’t that cold.” The 
protest came naturally even as she felt her heart melt, just 
a little. 

“Liar,” Dev whispered against her lips. He kissed her 
lightly, and then set her down on her own two feet. “Your 
lips had turned blue and your teeth were chattering by the 
time I carried you into that barn.” 

“I don’t remember. | only remember that you both were 
there for me and kept me close between you all night.” 

“We'll always be there for you, Julia,” Drew said. 
“Always.” 

Her heart bumped, and she tilted her head to the side. 
Did he know what he’d just said? “Always, huh?” 

“Damn straight,” Dev said. 

“You know that kind of sounds like a commitment, don’t 
you?” 

“Baby doll, what you don’t seem to realize is that we have 
been committed to you since our first night together. If 
anyone has commitment issues in this relationship, it’s 
you.” 


Julia sighed. Dev spoke nothing but the truth. The real 
reason she’d left New York in the first place wasn’t because 
she thought these two Navy SEALs wouldn’t be back, but 
because she knew beyond a doubt that they would be back. 

The realization that she’d fallen in love, so fast and so 
completely with two alpha males had scared the crap out of 
her. 

She’d spent her life being bossed around by a bevy of 
brothers and older cousins, and had always been certain the 
last thing she would ever want was to spend the rest of her 
life being bossed around by a couple of husbands. 

Now she could say, without a shadow of a doubt, that Dev 
and Drew were far more “alpha” than every male member 
of her family combined. She could also attest that there was 
no resemblance whatsoever between how her brothers had 
treated her and how her men exercised their authority. 

Since both men were looking at her expectantly, she said, 
“You're right. After that first night we spent together, | did 
have some issues about commitment. | didn’t so much 
come back home as | ran away from New York—and you.” 

“I like the sound of the past tense, there, kitten.” 

It didn’t surprise her that neither man jumped on her 
confession. They weren’t petty, not in the least. 

Dev reached forward and turned on the shower. Water 
rained down from four separate showerheads, and steam 
began to swirl in the air. 

“Let’s get you naked and wet and under our hands, 
honey.” 

Julia felt her nipples tighten and her pussy become damp 
just from his words alone. “That sounds like a wonderful 
idea.” 

They stripped her in barely a minute, themselves in less 
time than that, and then Dev picked her up and carried her 
into the shower. 

Unable to resist, she wrapped her legs around his waist, 
her arms around his neck, and kissed him. 


Julia felt herself falling into the kiss, into that special place 
only these men had ever taken her. She knew she would 
never tire of the taste of them, of the heart-pounding thrill 
of having lips on lips and tongues dancing and gliding 
together. 

Dev’s hands cupped her thighs as the water fell upon 
them. Drew stepped in close behind her, and then she felt 
his soap-slicked hands on her back. He caressed up and 
down, bringing his fingers to curve down and around the 
crack of her ass and rub seductively over her anus. 

Julia shivered as arousal swirled within her. 

Dev released her legs, and then reached for her arms. 
“Let us take care of you, baby doll.” 

“No. It’s my turn to take care of the two of you.” 

They’d done nothing but cherish her since she’d come 
pounding on their door. Now, she wanted to show them, 
needed to show them, that she cherished them, too. Did 
they know how lucky she felt, and how loved? 

Using her hands, she made lather from the soap and then 
lavished it upon them. Gliding over buff pecs and abs, she 
laved and loved, caressed and cared for them with every bit 
of tenderness she could muster. 

More compelling than the finest silk, the feel of their skin 
beneath her palms pleasured her in a way she’d never 
known before them. 

They stood still for her, allowing her the freedom of their 
bodies, and so she gathered more foam, taking her 
exploration lower, through coarse hair, down to the heat of 
their balls, then around and up until she fisted their cocks. 

The men closed their eyes and thrust into her hands. Both 
sighed and trembled, drawing in breath that shivered with 
their arousal. 

Water continued to rain down, rinsing soap, heating 
muscles, and soaking flesh. 

Julia released their cocks, and went back to petting their 
chests. “Even when | was the most terrified, bound and 


stuffed in that trunk, | Knew you’d come for me.” 

“Of course you did,” Dev said. He reached out and 
stroked one finger under her chin, using it to tilt her head 
up. He reached down for her hand and brought it to his lips. 
“You know that we love you, don’t you?” 

Julia grinned. “Yes. But | love hearing you Say it.” 

“I love you, Julia Benedict.” He cupped her face with both 
hands and bent down, kissing her with infinite gentleness. “l 
fell in love with you the moment | laid eyes on you, and I’m 
going to love you for all of the rest of my life.” 

“Dev. | love you, too. You’re mine. Now. Forever.” She 
stretched up and kissed him again, then turned her gaze on 
Drew when that man caressed her hair. 

“| love you, Julia Benedict. You’re the only woman I’ve 
ever loved, and I’m going to spend every day, from this day 
forward, showing you just how much.” 

“Drew. You're a part of me, and I’m sorry | was afraid 
when | realized it, sorry | ran. | love you, from this day 
forward, for always.” 

He bent down and kissed her, using his tongue to seduce 
her, to claim her. 

Julia eased back because she knew her men, and knew 
they’d turn all their focus on pleasuring her here and now if 
she let them. 

“My turn to show you both just how much | love you.” She 
craved the taste of them, the sheer bounty of their savory 
saltiness and rugged manliness. 

She wanted their cocks in her mouth. 

Easing to her knees between them, she leaned forward 
and set her lips on Dev’s cock, then slowly and strongly 
sucked him in. Hot and hard, the shaft of his penis filled her 
mouth while the flavor of him filled her soul. 

Dragging in a breath, Dev combed the fingers of one hand 
through her hair and thrust his cock, fucking her mouth. 

She slid her lips off him, then turned her head toward 
Drew. His cock stood at eye level, beautiful and bold, and 


She licked her lips. 

Her men proved again that they knew her, for they 
moved closer to each other, making it easier for her to 
service them both without having to change her position. 

Julia smiled and sucked Drew’s cock deep. The taste of 
him fed her and filled her. She needed the flavor and the 
essence of both of these wonderful men to make her feel 
whole. 

She sucked them both in turn, one and then the other, 
over and over, using her tongue to lap their shafts, her 
mouth to draw, and her hands to caress and cup. She found 
a rhythm uniquely theirs, rejoicing within as both her lovers 
neared climax. 

Fingers twisted in her hair, breathing hitched, and heat 
roared from their bodies, giving testimony to the state of 
their libidos. 

Julia wanted desperately to drink them, but when their 
hands stilled her, she knew that particular satisfaction 
would be hers another day. 

“Enough. We’re both too close. Now it’s our turn to 
cherish you.” Dev’s voice shook. 

“You do. You are. Every minute of every day since | 
pounded on your door.” 

Dev chuckled. “Do you know in pleasuring you, we 
pleasure ourselves? Nothing has turned either of us on so 
much as making you come.” 

Oh yes, she knew that sentiment very well. “I feel the 
same way,” she said. Drew lifted her to her feet, and she 
surrendered to their pleasure—and hers. 

Head tilted back to rest on Drew’s shoulder, she moaned 
at the silky slide of lather-covered hands that cupped her 
breasts and stroked her sensitive nipples. Drew petted her 
stomach, curving his hands around her hips, and then back 
down just to the tops of her thighs. 

Together they washed her hair, protecting her face from 
the soap and the spray, rinsing it clean, and even applying 


conditioner. 

Julia sighed with the luxury of being pampered. Then her 
men turned her so she once more faced Dev, with her head 
again cradled on Drew. They soaped their hands for a 
second time, and Julia knew from the twinkle in Dev’s eyes, 
that this time they intended to play. 

Together they had her hot and needy in no time. Dev 
plucked and pulled at her nipples, and she couldn’t prevent 
her reaction, a deep seductive roll of her hips. 

She felt drenched, inside and out. Heated, inside and out. 
And she wanted them, oh, she wanted them both with a 
passion so huge it nearly overwhelmed her. 

“Please.” 

Dev chuckled, and then bent to suckle her. Drew brushed 
his fingers back and forth across her slit, lightly, and teased 
her. 

Then Dev reached down and plunged two fingers into her, 
fast and deep. 

Up and over in a heartbeat, Julia cried out as she came, 
as their pleasure, and hers, washed over and through her on 
wave after wave of bliss. 

“I love watching you come,” Dev whispered. “You 
Surrender so completely, to us and to the pleasure. Rapture 
looks good on you, baby doll.” 

“You look good on me.” Julia arched her hips, trying to 
reach the tempting male cock in front of her. Dev just 
grinned. So she moved her hips back, sighing when she felt 
Drew’s penis nestle briefly between the cheeks of her ass. 

“You in a hurry, there, kitten?” Laughter cradled Drew’s 
words. 

“Yes. God, yes. | want you both inside me. It feels like 
forever since | had you that way.” Julia knew she could beg, 
and her men would never use her neediness against her. “l 
need you now. Please. Oh, please.” 

She thought only to let them know how much she craved 
them, yet with her own words echoing in her ears, 


desperation ignited inside her. 

“Easy, love. You’ll have us. You can have us anytime, 
anywhere, any way you want us.” Dev’s words sounded like 
a vow. He sealed them against her lips with a kiss, and then 
moved from under the spray so that they could rinse her. 

“I want you both every way, and | want you now.” She 
could be vulnerable, or desperate, and it didn’t matter. The 
freedom to just be humbled her, as much as these men 
thrilled her. 

They’d become everything, and all. 

Then Drew proved they were of the same mind. “You’re 
everything, kitten. The center of our lives, and of our world. 
Let us show you how much we love you. Let us show you.” 

They dried her, their movements quick but so very gentle 
as they used the big, fluffy towels to blot the water from her 
body. 

“We want to pamper you.” Drew kissed her, a very sweet 
kiss lightly brushed against her lips that felt reverent. 

“You do. You are. It totally blows me away, how well you 
care for me, and take care of me.” 

“You're our heart,” Dev said. 

Her rough-and-tumble Navy SEALs took the time to pour 
moisturizer onto their hands, and massage it seductively 
into her skin. The scent of lily of the valley, sweet and 
subtle, filled the air, and the silkiness of the lotion acted like 
a balm that soothed even as it turned her arousal up higher. 

“You'll smell like flowers,” she teased. 

“No.” Drew kissed her shoulder. “We’ll smell like you. And 
soon, very soon, you'll smell like us.” 

“Come here, baby doll.” Dev picked her up and carried 
her to the bed. He didn’t lay her upon it. Instead, he set her 
on her feet beside it and cupped her face and kissed her. 
She closed her eyes and opened to him, to the addictive 
flavor she knew she could never, ever live without. When 
She felt him end the kiss and ease back, she opened her 
eyes. 


Dev stood in front of her, with Drew close beside her on 
her right. Both men’s gazes locked on her. 

“Will you commit to us now, Julia?” Dev asked. “We know 
you were leery of it, and us, and we know why. We'll never 
push or boss you around. We wi// cherish you and take care 
of you. Will you marry us, and stay with us? Will you have 
our babies, and build a life with us?” 

“Please marry us, kitten. You’re the one, and the only. 
Please say yes.” 

She felt her eyes tear as her smile spread impossibly 
wide. This was what she’d always wanted, two men who 
would love her, cherish her and yes, if she was to be 
perfectly honest with herself, two men who would take 
charge of her when she needed them to. 

“Yes. Oh, yes, please. | love you both so much!” 

“Then come and lie with us.” Dev kissed her, and then 
looked over at his best friend. She saw Drew nod, and in 
response, Dev swallowed and caressed her arms. 

“We want to start our family soon, baby doll,” he said. 
“Will you say yes to that, too? We know you’re on the pill. 
Will you go off of it, and let us give you our seed?” 

Julia shivered, Dev’s words touching those places inside 
her that would one day, maybe even soon, nurture their 
children. The passion these men had for her—not just as 
their lover but as their life’s mate—filled her heart to 
overflowing, and aroused her beyond her wildest dreams. 

Only these men had stirred her like this, and only these 
men had satisfied every facet of her inner woman. 

“Yes, | do want your children.” She smiled at them, and to 
her that smile felt so very sexy. To them, too, she thought, if 
the way they shakily drew in deep breaths was any 
indication. “You know, we Benedicts tend to like big 
families.” 

“We were both ‘only kids,’” Drew said. 

“Drew grew up in foster care from the time he was a 
baby,” Dev said. “I went into the system when I was eleven, 
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after my folks were killed in a car accident. So the idea of a 
big family suits us both.” Dev bent down and mated his 
mouth to hers. She opened for him, her own tongue as 
eager to touch and tease and taste as was his. He slid his 
arms around her and lifted her. Before she could wrap 
herself around him, he sat on the bed, and then stretched 
out, flat. 

Such hunger, such need exploded within her that she 
went wild. Straddling him, she rubbed herself against him as 
her lips and tongue devoured his. Drinking in the flavors 
from his mouth fed her appetite for more. Whimpering with 
that deep yearning, she weaned her lips from his, then 
licked and lapped his cheeks, his neck. Heat shimmering 
through her as she sipped and suckled his chest, then 
worked her way down his abdomen. She swirled her tongue 
in his navel. 

Dev cursed, and lifted her. “Fuck me, baby. Now. | need to 
be inside you.” 

She opened her legs, positioned herself, and slid down, 
taking his hot, hard cock in one deep, satisfying move. 

“You feel so good inside me.” She raised herself and slid 
down again, then put her hands on either side of Dev’s head 
and looked over her shoulder. 

“Be one with us, Andrew James. | need your cock in my 
ass. | need to feel you both inside me.” 

“You're so damn sexy riding him. Honest to God, you 
could get me off just like that.” Drew reached out and 
caressed the crack of her ass. 

She hadn’t noticed him opening the lube, but as he 
spread the cool, silky gel back and forth over her anus, she 
shivered and then smiled. “Hurry.” She turned her head and 
encountered Dev’s glittering gaze. 

“You're not the only one who could get off just watching,” 
he said. “I keep starting to think that | never knew | was like 
this. And then I realize that it isn’t the act and it isn’t me.” 


Julia’s heart turned over when he reached up and stroked 
her face. The tenderness in his gaze simply melted her. “It’s 
you, baby doll. It’s what Drew and | become when we're 
with you. We’ve always been brothers of the spirit. You 
make us brothers of the flesh.” 

“A Spiritual joining,” Julia said. “My mother told me about 
it. My fathers, who are born brothers, experienced that too, 
and only with her. It’s how the women of the family know 
their men are the right men.” 

“Now, kitten. Take me now.” 

“Yes. Oh, yes, Drew, fuck me.” She relaxed against Dev, 
her face cradled against his chest as she nudged her ass 
higher, as she focused on letting the muscles of her hips 
loosen, as she offered them total submission. 

Drew moved closer, moved in and down, and she felt the 
heat of his cockhead, the firmness of it pressing against her 
opening. 

A delicious ache radiated outward, an ache that eased 
into the most arousing erotic pain as Drew entered her. Slow 
and careful, he pushed into her, inch by inch. She felt her 
sphincter stretch and then open, felt the tight and 
tantalizing slide as Drew’s cock came all the way into her 
until she felt the weight of his balls bounce against her slit. 

“God in heaven,” Drew said. “I didn’t know anything could 
feel this good, this right.” 

“Yes.” Julia began to tremble, so aroused, so hot, her 
thoughts actually short-circuited until there was only the 
physical—a hot, edgy horniness—and the emotional—love 
and a sense of oneness that filled her heart to overflowing. 

No thoughts, and no words. Just the sensations that 
compelled her, that drove her to clench and release, a 
special love hug for her men. They were her heart, too, and 
she very much suspected they were her soul and her life 
and would be, forever and always, for this life and beyond. 

“Julia.” Dev thrust into her as his hands caressed her 
arms. “Baby doll, you’ll make me lose control.” 


“Me, too,” Drew said. 

His hands clutched her hips with a strength that thrilled 
her, that added to an arousal that soared higher than high. 

She surrendered completely to the feral, becoming a 
woman of Eros. She flexed, she swayed, her hips assuming a 
dance to music only the three of them could hear. Basic, 
primal, their mating harkened back to the dawn of 
humankind, to the scent of the campfire and the call of 
nature, to the very essence of the animal within. 

“Jesus...| can’t control...” 

Drew’s words could have been Dev’s as well for she felt 
both men fighting to hold back the force with which they 
took her. 

“Don’t hold back. Just take me. Damn it, take me hard!” 

She heard the snap of their control as both men shouted, 
cursed, and began to thrust in her hard and fast and deep. 
From deep inside, from that place where she felt two hard 
cocks nearly meet, her orgasm erupted, bubbling, roiling, an 
explosion so intense, so beautiful, Julia could only shiver and 
scream. 

Wave after wave of rapture captured her, melding her into 
her lovers. It burned their essences into her. Never again 
would she be alone, or lonely. Never again would she feel 
unloved. 

They came inside her, flooding her body as they’d already 
flooded her heart and her soul, and the heat, the racing of 
their seed took her to a new level of ecstasy. 

Slowly, gently, the orgasm ebbed. The pounding of hearts 
—hers and Dev’s—and the struggle for breath as they all 
three luxuriated in the aftermath filled her hearing, the 
sweetest symphony she’d ever heard. 

“You're going to kill us, sweetheart. Swear to God.” Dev’s 
words puffed against her hair. 

Drew tented her, though he didn’t give her his weight. 
“No one has ever made me lose control. Only you, kitten. 
You're the only one who’s managed that.” 


“You rob me of control, my darlings. So right back at you.” 

“Julia.” Drew bent down and kissed her shoulder. He 
eased out of her and then got off the bed. She listened to 
the sound of his bare feet padding in the bathroom. In 
moments he returned and gently cleaned her with a warm 
cloth. He bent down and dried her by blowing warm air on 
her. She shivered, and both men chuckled. 

Dev lifted her and set her on the bed beside him. Drew 
lifted the top sheet from the floor and covered them before 
crawling in so that Julia was in her favorite place to be— 
between them. 

“How’s your head and shoulder?” Dev asked. He turned 
so that he could look down at her. 

“Headache is a dull throb and the shoulder is tender, | 
won't lie to you. But I’m stronger than you think,” she 
teased. 

“Pretty hard for you to be, since we both think you’re the 
strongest woman we've ever known,” Drew said. 

“Damn straight.” Dev bent down and placed a chaste kiss 
on her lips. “Which is why | have no qualms telling you, as 
soon as that shoulder bruise fades and you no longer need 
aspirins, we are going to spank you.” 

“You scared the living hell out of us, kitten, facing off 
against a drug dealer.” Drew also kissed her. 

Lying on her back, she could look up and see both men’s 
expressions. They looked smitten—and fierce. 

“I’m sorry you were scared. | love that you were scared. 
And you probably should know that if a similar situation ever 
arises, l’d likely do the same thing all over again.” 

“Because it’s the Benedict way?” Dev asked. 

Julia shrugged her shoulders and then winced. “Partly 
because it’s the Benedict way. And partly because I’m 
mostly wired that way. If someone | love is in danger, or in 
need, I’m there.” 

Dev sighed. He looked over at Drew. “It would seem our 
woman matches us in spirit, brother. | predict she’s going to 


give us fits, over and over again for the next sixty or 
seventy years.” 

“I think you’re right,” Drew said. “I wouldn’t have it any 
other way. Would you?” 

“Hell, no.” 

They both grinned at her. Julia tried to contain her own 
smile. “That all seems only fair. | have a feeling that the two 
of you are going to prove more than a handful, and will keep 
me hopping for just that long.” 

“And would you have it any other way?” Dev asked. 

“Hell, no.” She mimicked his words. 

“At least our lives together won’t be staid and boring,” 
Drew said. 

Julia couldn’t help it. She laughed. “Trust me, there just 
might come the day when you wished it was.” 

Her two lovers looked at each other, then down at her. 
Their eyes held so much love she felt her own eyes tear. 

“Never going to happen. You’re perfect for us. We’re the 
luckiest men in the world.” 

Julia reached up, and stroked each of their beloved faces 
with hands that trembled with emotion. She knew the truth, 
and had to set them straight. 

“I’m the lucky one. I’ve discovered | adore making love 
under two Navy SEALs. That—and the two of you—are worth 
anything and everything.” 


Chapter 22 


Had it only been a month since Julia had come here, to 
Lusty Appetites, to celebrate Tracy and Jordan and Peter’s 
engagement? 

Oh, how she remembered that evening! She’d believed 
herself finally “over” the two men who’d sailed into her life 
and turned her world upside down. Until Grandma Kate had 
announced she’d rented a house to two Navy SEALs. And 
she’d understood she wasn’t over them at all, and in fact, 
never would be. 

Thank God. 

Julia inhaled deeply, the aroma of Tracy’s fabulous cream 
puffs, fresh coffee, and something positively savory smelling 
that her cousin Kelsey must have just taken from the oven, 
making her mouth water. Those scents spoke of comfort and 
home, as much as the people gathering tonight in 
celebration did. 

Usually, she didn’t enjoy being the center of attention. 
Tonight was different. Tonight was a celebration—in her 
mind not of her, but of the enduring legacy handed down, 
generation after generation, ever since two gunslingers 
named Benedict agreed to escort a young bride named 
Sarah from Chicago to Waco, Texas. 

Julia let the sense of history surround her, even as the 
aroma of food surrounded her. 

The food smelled rea//y good. Her tummy grumbled, as if 
begging for a handout. 

On each side of her, her big, imposing, and impossibly 
attentive fiancés snickered knowingly. 

Just as she had the last time she’d attended a party here, 
she'd arrived home later than she’d planned to from work, 
and had been faced with the choice—making love with her 
men, or dinner. 


Julia smiled. That really hadn’t been much of a choice at 
all. 

“Are you hungry, baby doll?” Dev asked. 

“Only for food,” she said. Although if he kept talking to 
her in that bedroom-sexy voice, that certainly would 
change. 

Outside the large picture window that formed the 
restaurant’s “storefront,” the lights of Lusty began to 
twinkle on as dusk fell. The party had just officially gotten 
underway, and already friends and family gathered, 
laughing and smiling, bringing hugs and kisses and best 
wishes, joyfully celebrating yet another new beginning in 
their town. 

Kelsey rearranged the seating, as Julia learned she always 
did, so that the happy, newly engaged triad could have 
plenty of room to receive all those best wishes. A flash of 
movement caught her eye, and Julia looked up and out the 
front window. Seeing her parents, she smiled. They 
approached the restaurant, deep in conversation, and 
walking hand in hand in hand. 

Once inside, the Benedicts wasted no time making their 
way over to her and her husbands to be. 

“Well now, | probably shouldn’t say this, but | had almost 
given up on you, darling.” Her father Michael reached her 
first and gave her a big hug and a smacking kiss. 

“Michael! What a thing to say to your only daughter.” 
Abigail’s words may have chastised, but Julia thought the 
effect was negated by the laughter in her eyes. 

Her dad shot her mother a cheeky-looking grin. “It’s only 
the truth, Abby.” Then he met Julia’s gaze. “I was worried 
when you seemed intent to only date men with little 
substance, and then only one man at a time—well, except 
for that one time back when you were in college. But you’ve 
proven to us all you were just waiting for the very best.” 

To say that Dev and Drew had hit it off with her parents 
would be an understatement. Her mother, of course, adored 


them at first meeting. Julia had always known that’s how it 
would be. If she loved them, her mother would, too. 

She’d never felt confident trying to predict what her dads’ 
reactions would be. 

Likely because my brothers are such a reflection of them. 

But her fathers surprised her. She wouldn’t have thought 
the retired oil executive and the retired college professor 
would have had anything in common with a couple of Navy 
SEALs—but then they’d all bonded over the engine of 
Michael’s car, and gone on to cement that connection 
during a Houston Rockets game against New Jersey. 

There’d been occasions over the last couple of weeks 
when Julia thought that her fathers just might be looking 
forward to her commitment ceremony even more than she 
was. 

Now, Dev extended his hand to Michael Benedict. “Thank 
you, sir. We both consider the family that we’re marrying 
into to be the best possible bonus we could ever imagine.” 

“It’s not all that common, for two men who aren't 
brothers, or who didn’t grow up here in Lusty, to be willing 
to make a family together with one special woman.” Carson 
Benedict stood next to his brother Michael, and met first 
Dev’s gaze, and then Drew's. “In the last couple of weeks, 
Michael and | have gotten to know you both. We believe the 
two of you will be able to manage the sometimes delicate 
balancing act that will be required of you as you begin your 
lives together as the husbands to our daughter.” 

Drew stroked his hand down Jjulia’s back while Dev took 
her hand. In that moment she felt such warmth, and such a 
connection to both of her men. 

“Dev and | have been to hell and back together. As you 
know, we met in basic training—but for each of us, from that 
first moment, it was as if we’d known each other all of our 
lives. And even though we hold the same rank, I’ve always 
looked to Dev for leadership.” He paused, met Dev’s gaze, 


and looked back at her fathers. “We'll both take very good 
care of your daughter, sirs.” 

“We know you will. We’re very proud and delighted to 
welcome you to our family,” Carson said. 

“Thank you, sir. That means a lot to both of us,” Dev said. 

Julia thought Dev’s voice sounded more than a little 
Strained. She knew her men, and understood they weren't 
used to the parental caring and concern her folks and the 
aunts and uncles had already begun to heap on them. 

Someone turned a radio on, tuning in to the country 
music station Julia listened to most often, and while no one 
would likely get up and start to dance, the party atmosphere 
was now firmly in place. 

More family arrived, and the noise level escalated. 
Laughter formed an opus all its own, a wonderful sound Julia 
would never tire of hearing. The door opened again and 
again, and the three of them were kept busy greeting 
everyone. 

“I was just beginning to get used to having you home 
again.” Her Aunt Bernice hugged her tightly. “But | guess 
you'll be pulling up stakes once your men get transferred. 
It’s only natural, and it’s right.” 

“Actually, we won’t be getting transferred, ma’am.” Dev 
bent down to give her aunt a kiss on the cheek. “We'll be 
stationed at Goodfellow for the foreseeable future, as 
instructors.” 

“Then, when this tour of duty is done, we thought we 
might open a security-training business—there’s a market 
for preparing people who want to become bodyguards,” 
Drew said. 

“Well, that’s good news,” Bernice said. “What with 
Carson, Mike, and Abigail moving back from New York, and 
my own Matt here for good, it looks as if Lusty will once 
more boast a full slate of Benedicts.” 

Aunt Bernice smiled from ear to ear with the prospect of 
being surrounded by so much family. Julia’s uncles also 


smiled, but she thought she saw a light of calculation in 
their eyes—which they confirmed moments later. 

“Maybe you’d be interested in doing more than just 
training other people to do the job.” Caleb Benedict shook 
Dev’s hand, hugged her, then moved down the line and 
shook Drew’s hand, too. “You know, your business and ours 
could complement each other very well.” 

“You're right, they could,” Drew said. “You can be certain 
that before we make the move from military service to 
private enterprise, we'll be sure to speak with the three of 
you. We’re going to need some pointers on how to go about 
things.” 

“There’s lots of room in that new hangar for another 
business,” her uncle Jonathan said. “We’d be pleased to 
have you there.” 

There were many things Julia loved about her men, and 
one of them was just this, the way they both were not only 
patient, but respectful of her family members. They truly 
valued the older members of her family, and what a joy that 
was for her. 

Ginny Rose came over carrying a tray filled with soft 
drinks, a plate of hors d’oeuvres, and a saucer that held a 
ham-and-cheese sandwich. 

“There’s a rumor going around hereabouts that you 
missed dinner,” Ginny said as she set the saucer down in 
front of her. 

“I did, thanks! I'm starving.” Julia grabbed up the 
Sandwich and bit into it gratefully. Dev reached out and 
wiped a tiny smudge of mustard off the corner of her mouth. 

She loved parties, but one heated look from one of her 
men was all it took to have her craving some two-on-one 
time. 

It didn’t take her long to polish off the ham and cheese. 
Sweet tea in hand, she turned when she heard someone 
whistling “Another One Bites The Dust.” Her cousin Josh, 
accompanied by his brother Alex and their fiancée Penelope 


had arrived. Josh had been the whistler, and grinned as soon 
as their gazes met. 

“Yep, we’re dropping like flies.” Josh Benedict winked to 
show he was only kidding. He gave her a huge hug, lifting 
her off her feet to plant a loud, smacking kiss right on her 
laughing mouth. 

“It’s shocking,” Alex agreed. “Like some kind of killer 
plague or something. Maybe we should have the water 
tested. What do you say, sweetheart?” Alex looked at 
Penelope. “That would be right up your environmental alley, 
wouldn't it?” 

Julia shook her head and her finger at her cousins once 
she was on the ground again. “I’d have thought that being 
engaged, and mere weeks from getting married would have 
somehow improved your social graces,” she said. 

To her credit, Penelope didn’t seem the least bit offended 
by the geeks’ tactless observations. 

“This is improved,” the petite black-haired beauty said. 
She gave Julia a hug, and then stood back. Julia understood 
the woman was taking in the picture she, Dev, and Drew 
made. 

“You have to hand it to Grandma Kate. She sure knows 
how to pick ’em,” Penelope said. 

Julia had heard the whispers about her grandmother 
somehow playing matchmaker to all and sundry. She shook 
her head. 

“No, Grandma Kate had nothing to do with our getting 
together. | met Dev and Drew when | worked on one of the 
committees connected to Fleet Week in New York last year. 
They were assigned by their boss to be the Navy’s liaisons. ” 

Penelope tilted her head to one side and gave her a look 
she could only characterize as “pitying.” Then she raised 
one eyebrow and looked rather pointedly at Dev. 

Julia caught the almost blush, and the way both men 
seemed suddenly fascinated by the floor. 


” 


She felt her jaw drop as she set her gaze on each of her 
lovers in turn, and then looked back at Penelope. Something 
was definitely up. 

“Do you think it was just a coincidence that Grandma 
Kate rented the house next door to yours to them?” her 
almost-cousin asked. 

Julia looked at each of her men in turn, and saw the truth 
of Penelope’s assessment on their faces. 

“You never did ask us, kitten, how we came to be in 
Lusty,” Drew said. “If you had, we would have told you.” 

Obviously having decided that staring at the floor wasn’t 
going to win them any points, her Navy SEALs now looked at 
her, each wearing smiles designed to soften her heart. 

They were working, too. 

“And just how in the world did you find my grandmother 
in the first place?” Julia asked. 

“Oh, they didn’t find me, sweetheart. | found them.” 

Julia spun around, because she hadn’t seen Grandma 
Kate come in, and hadn’t noticed the diminutive woman had 
come to stand behind her. 

“You found them?” 

“Why, of course | did. Since they were looking for you, it 
wasn’t very hard. After you came to visit me on the Fourth 
of July weekend, why, then, | knew I had to do something.” 

Julia appreciated that her grandmother was trying to be 
diplomatic and not reveal every little detail of that visit to 
Dev and Drew. 

Both men looked at Julia with curiosity alive in their eyes. 

So, too, did fully half of the family members in 
attendance. 

Julia recalled very well how upset she’d been that 
weekend. It was the weekend after they’d simply vanished, 
the weekend after they’d spent the night together and Julia 
had awakened to the truth. She’d fallen in love with them. 
Julia remembered crying on her grandmother’s shoulder, 


and her grandmother pouring hot buttered rum into her to 
help her sleep. 

Of course her grandmother would have felt she had to do 
something. That was the Benedict way. 

Julia felt the eyes of her unattached cousins on her as 
they watched, waiting for what she would say. She looked 
over and saw some of her other cousins—Matt and Steven, 
Morgan and Henry, Josh and Alex, all looking at her, laughter 
in their eyes. 

“Thanks, Grandma Kate.” Julia wrapped her arms around 
her. The strength of Grandma Kate’s hugs always surprised 
her. She kissed the aged cheek, soft as baby’s skin, and 
stepped back. “Thanks for looking out for me. Thanks for 
making sure | had a second chance to grab my happiness.” 

“You're very welcome, sweetheart.” Grandma Kate 
reached up and cupped Julia’s cheek. “I only want you, and 
all my grandchildren, to be happy.” 

Julia smiled. She guessed that was what it was really all 
about, bottom line. And she knew that together with her two 
men, a happy ever after was definitely in their future. 

Jordan and Peter strolled over to visit for awhile, and Julia 
tried not to giggle at the way both men’s gazes were drawn 
to Tracy when she came out of the kitchen to put food on 
the buffet bar. 

Peter looked back at Julia once Tracy returned to the 
kitchen. “Oh, | had a conversation with one of the 
prosecutors assigned to Miguel Ramos’s case.” Peter’s smile 
widened. “I thought you might like to know they consider 
the case they’re building to be the tightest one they’ve had 
in years. The man will never see the outside of a prison 
again.” 

“Good,” Dev said. “It’s the very least that criminal 
deserves.” 

“I agree.” Jordan’s voice held an edge that Julia had rarely 
heard from him. Then she remembered that Ramos had put 


a contract out on Peter, which had very nearly resulted in 
that man’s death. 

“That is good news,” Julia said. She figured everyone in 
town would sleep better knowing they didn’t have to worry 
about that man anymore. 

The door to the restaurant opened, and she turned her 
head to see who'd arrived. Adam and Jake Kendall came in, 
Jake carrying Ginny’s son, Benny, on his shoulders. Benny’s 
giggles made everyone smile. 

No question about it, the entire town had adopted Ginny 
and Benny Rose. 

Julia looked over and watched as Ginny looked up, her 
smile blossoming at the sight of her son and his 
companions. And then that smile froze in place. She looked 
from Adam to Jake, worry crinkling her brow. 

Jake lifted the boy down, and he immediately ran over to 
his mother. “Hi, Mom. I got a ride!” 

Ginny looked down at the small boy. Julia knew she wasn’t 
the only one who realized her smile was forced. 

Something was very wrong. 

“So | see, Benny Rose. Did you thank Jake for that ride?” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

She closed her eyes briefly as she hugged him, and then 
set him at arm’s length. “Tracy made a special little pie, just 
for you.” 

“She did? Really?” 

“Yes, really. Why don’t you go on into the kitchen and see 
her?” 

“You betcha!” Benny took three steps toward the kitchen. 

Ginny cleared her throat loudly and Benny stopped. He 
turned, and gave his mother a grin that made Julia think he 
must have been taking lessons in charm from most of the 
men of Lusty. 

“I mean, yes, ma’am.” 

“Be sure to thank Tracy for that pie.” 

“Į will.” 


Ginny waited until the kitchen door swung closed behind 
her son. Then she turned to face Lusty’s sheriff and his 
brother, Jake. 

“What is it? What’s happened?” 

Adam went over to her and took her hands in his. He 
looked at her, and when she met his gaze, he said, “You 
know that you’re safe here, don’t you? That Jake and | will 
do anything and everything in the world to keep you safe?” 

“Adam, you're scaring me.” 

Adam looked over at Jake, who came to stand next to 
them. Morgan and Henry, as well as Jordan and Peter took a 
few steps closer to her, too. They might not know what was 
going on—none of them did—but the Kendall brothers 
looked as if they intended to champion Ginny Rose against 
the devil himself. 

“I’m sorry for it, Ginny,” Adam said. “More sorry than | 
have words to say. But you need to know what’s happened.” 

“| need to know what?” 

Adam brought her hands to his lips and kissed them. Then 
he lowered them, but held on to her. 

“Deke Walters escaped custody about a half hour ago.” 

“What?” 

Julia had no idea who Deke Walters was, but she didn’t 
need to. Ginny Rose had turned sheet white, and a look of 
terror twisted her mouth into a frightened “O.” 

Walters must be really bad news. 

“Oh my God! How could this happen? Where...where did 
this happen?” 

“We don’t have all the details yet. He was in Abilene when 
he got away from the police.” 

“He'll come here. Adam, you know he'll come here. He 
threatened to kill Benny, to kill me, when you charged him.” 

“I know, baby. But he’s not going to do that. We're not 
going to let him do that. We're going to do everything we 
can to keep you both safe. Do you trust us? Do you trust 
Jake and me?” 


“Yes. Yes, of course | trust you.” 

Julia reached for the hands of her men, feeling just that 
much better when each of them laced their fingers with 
hers. 

She let her gaze roam the room and saw that every man 
present, Benedict and Kendall and Jessop alike, was of one 
accord. Every single one of them would do whatever it took 
to keep Ginny and her son safe. They’d truly become a part 
of Lusty, and Lusty took care of her own. 

Then Julia looked at the women and knew something else, 
as well. They, too, would stand with the young waitress, and 
keep her safe. She was one of them. 

But they saw more when they looked at Ginny Rose, when 
they looked into her eyes and read the fear mixed with 
determination that had descended upon her like a cloak. 

They saw her faith, most certainly, but they also saw and 
recognized the soul-deep knowledge that sometimes, faith 
and trust and standing tall simply wasn’t enough. 


THE END 


WWW.MORGANASHBURY.COM 


ABOUT THE AUTHOR 


Morgan Ashbury writing as Cara Covington 

Morgan has been a writer since she was first able to pick 
up a pen. In the beginning it was a hobby, a way to create a 
world of her own, and who could resist the allure of that? 
Then as she grew and matured, life got in the way, as life 
often does. She got married and had three children, and 
worked in the field of accounting, for that was the practical 
thing to do and the children did need to be fed. And all the 
time she was being practical, she would squirrel herself 
away on quiet Sunday afternoons, and write. 

Most children are raised knowing the Ten Commandments 
and the Golden Rule. Morgan’s children also learned the 
Paper Rule: thou shalt not throw out any paper that has thy 
mother’s words upon it. 

Believing in tradition, Morgan ensured that her children’s 
children learned this rule, too. 

Life threw Morgan a curve when, in 2002, she underwent 
emergency triple bypass surgery. Second chances are to be 
cherished, and with the encouragement and support of her 
husband, Morgan decided to use hers to do what she’d 
always dreamed of doing: writing full time. 

Morgan has always loved writing romance. It is the one 
genre that can incorporate every other genre within its 
pulsating heart. Romance showcases all that humankind can 
aspire to be. And, she admits, she’s a sucker for a happy 
ending. 

Morgan’s favorite hobbies are reading, cooking, and 
traveling—though she would rather you didn’t mention that 
last one to her husband. She has too much fun teasing him 
about having become a “Traveling Fool” of late. 

Morgan lives in Southwestern Ontario, Canada, with a 
mysterious cat, a dog that has no dignity, and her husband 
of thirty-nine years, David. 


Also by Cara Covington 
Ménage Everlasting: The Lusty, Texas Collection: 
Love Under Two Benedicts 
Ménage Everlasting: The Lusty, Texas Collection: 
Love Under Two Wildcatters 
Ménage Everlasting: The Lusty, Texas Collection: 
Love Under Two Honchos 
Ménage Everlasting: The Lusty, Texas Collection: 
Love Under Two Flyboys 
Ménage Everlasting: The Lusty, Texas Collection: 
Love Under Two Strong Men 
For all other titles, please visit 
www.bookstrand.com/cara-covington 
www.bookstrand.com/morgan-ashbury 


On 


CIPENM 





Siren Publishing, Inc. 
www.SirenPublishing.com 


